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Abstract
Jerry, Danian Darrell. MFA. The University of Memphis. May 2015. The Blueswoman.
Creative Writing. Major Professor: Cary Holladay

The Blueswoman is a novel, set in Memphis that explores the cultural identity of the city
through a historical lens as well as the cultural lens of blues music and the rich landscape of
Beale Street. This story presents depictions of present day Memphis, as well the Memphis of the
seventies. The city has endured great hardships through both eras, yet it has survived and will
hopefully keep surviving for generations to come. I have learned a great deal about Memphis
writing this novel, which has led me to fall in love with this city all over again. I hope that other
African Americans, especially those who are native Memphians, will take away a sense of pride
from these words and adorn their own struggles as badges of honor. In addition I hope this story
helps shed light on the artists who spend their lives struggling to be heard, to free the multitudes
of voiced pinned inside of their hearts. The characters in this novel sing a strong blues. May their
songs live in the hearts, of all those who read the following words.
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April 19, 2013, Memphis, Tennessee
Virginia pulled behind her house, to the double car garage in her back yard. Teddy’s F150 surprised her. Virginia’s husband played the blues in front of King’s Palace on Beale Street,
and he never got home before two a.m. on Friday night, Saturday morning. Teddy blew his
trumpet wherever he wanted, in front of the New Daisy Theater, Silky O’ Sullivan’s, The Pig on
Beale, but he worked King’s Palace the most. Normal occasions, he came home between three
and five. The clock on her dashboard read 11:19 pm. They argued earlier about their daughter
Rachel, who hadn’t worked in eight months. Virginia parked beside her husband, the inside of
her E Class Mercedes dark and glowing. The leather in the car smelled strong, though she bought
it a year before, brand new, in 2012.
She got out and walked past burgundy paint that managed to gloss, through shadow. The
heels of her shoes clicked faster, the closer she got to the back door. A smile crept onto her face
as she rummaged through her purse. A handsome young man had complimented her perfume,
but he never heard of Chanel. At the Gold Strike casino, in Tunica, Mississippi, the young man
had waited her table, and she knew the remark was meant to fatten his tip. The boy didn’t know.
In her day, she cut a shine wearing that scent. Still, sixty-five, young men approaching her, she
couldn’t wait to tell Teddy. She unlocked the storm, then the regular, wooden door and walked
into their townhouse duplex. They owned both sides and argued about that as well.
“Teddy,” Virginia called. “Guess what happened to your old lady tonight.” She set a
black purse, thin as a sandwich, on the mantle above a fire place, made of granite and
cobblestone. Beside it a black, plastic carrying case with metal trim lay against the wall, Teddy’s
trumpet inside. She walked across the fuzzy, white carpet of their den, and when she stepped into
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the living room, she called his a second time. No answer. He must’ve curled up with a bottle of
Jack Daniel’s and missed his gig. She shook her head and walked up the stairs, but if he’d passed
out already he couldn’t slip into bed behind her, drunk inching against her backside, breath hot
with whiskey.
She turned on the light and shouted; the empty bed puzzled her. “Teddy, where are you?”
she asked. She looked in both bathrooms, first the one upstairs, then the other one. She stood
with her fists against her hips, looking inside the shower. Maybe he finally took his lazy tail next
door and cleaned out that room. She had rented the other side of the duplex to a first year teacher
who had moved to the city from Atlanta, Georgia. He disappeared over a month ago, and left his
upstairs bedroom full of books, a trash bag of unopened bills, a couple of old jackets, and
something stuck to the carpet that looked like dried macaroni and cheese. She grabbed her keys
and walked out the front door.
Snapping her finger, she scolded herself for leaving her flashlight. She had the power cut
off on that side of the duplex the previous week. Nothing moving inside so she walked in and felt
her way through the dark, with her feet and her hands in front of her, until she got to the stairs.
The steps squeaked underneath the balls of her feet. She took one at a time, right hand gripping
the rail; the other, pressed against the wall. She called him again, this time her voice kept an even
tone. Upstairs, she kicked her way to the middle of the room.
“You play too much, like a little boy.” A tremor of uncertainty shook through her voice.
She spoke with great volume and fervor like Teddy was in the duplex hiding, listening. The
thought made her quicken her steps to the light of the front door, opened, calling her out the
vacant townhome. Outside, she stood in the path, made from cement and pebbles that led from
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the porch to the sidewalk. She peered down each end of their street, her hand cupped over her
eyebrows. Did somebody pick him up? If you want to leave, Teddy, just tell me. Their house sat
on a corner lot, on top of a hill where the land dropped eight feet between the side of the house,
the distance of the grass, and the intersection of small, side streets below. She walked through
the grass, stopped just before the drop began, and called his name again, her voice low at first.
Only the crickets and the traffic, buzzing from a nearby overpass, answered.
“Teddy,” she said. Twice she called his name and raised her voice each time. She took
her shoes off and made her way with care back to the side of the house, moved along the trail of
walked down grass, right next to the red brick, ending up behind the carport. Looking down into
the backyard she started to call him again but stopped just as her mouth opened, and she inhaled
the breath she needed. A sigh sank her chest a little, and she looked at the cuffs of her white
slacks. She cursed at the thought of dirt on the linen pants and blamed Teddy. How could he be
the same old fool after thirty years?
Her phone had just stopped ringing, when she walked back in the house, but it started
again, soon as the storm door swished to a close behind her. She didn’t recognize the number,
but six, six, two was a Mississippi area code. Here we go, she thought. It had been seven years
since their last separation. She answered the phone and at first no one responded, but she heard a
muffled television and a baby crying in the background.
“Hello,” she said again.
“Hey, bitch. I need to talk to your husband”
“Excuse me? Who is this?
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The voice on the other end of the phone laughed.
“Who is this? Is Teddy with you? Put him on the phone.” This wasn’t the first time one
of his women called. Virginia thought she recognized the voice. Maybe she did. Maybe she
heard it screaming Teddy’s name behind her in some smoky lounge or the Blues Festival in
Clarksdale, Mississippi that booked him every year. It belonged to a young girl, late twenties—
maybe younger.
“Whoever, you think.”
“Young lady, you can have him.” She hung up the phone, waved her hand at a newspaper
article written about her husband. She’d blown it up and framed it in a sheet of glass bordered
with gold. The headline read: Teddy Rogers, Keeping the Blues Alive on Beale Street. A picture
of Teddy reared back, holding his trumpet and smiling, boater hat tipped forward, stretched
down the right side of the page. So you’re running off with a young gal, go head, Teddy. She
nodded and dialed her daughter Rachel’s number. The phone rang five times before going into
voice mail. The third time Virginia called, Rachel answered the phone.
“Hello,” Rachel’s voice droned at first, then rose to something melodious.
“Why don’t you answer the phone? You don’t know what I want,” Virginia said.
“I had the phone on vibrate, from an interview. I was about to call you back.”
“Have you heard from your father?” Virginia sat on the couch, her cell phone balanced
between her ear and shoulder, pointed her toes and slid one of the black heels over her foot.
“He didn’t give me any money today,” Rachel said. The words fell as if chained to cinder
blocks.
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“This is serious. Have you seen your Father?”
“What were y’all fighting about now?”
“Get your tone under control, your daddy’s truck was in the carport. His horn is in the
den, he’s not here.”
“What did you do?” Rachel spoke louder this time.
“Didn’t I say to control your voice?”
“Well, where is he?” Rachel asked.
“That’s what I’m asking. When was the last time you talked to him?”
“This morning,” Rachel said.
“About?”
“I mean, I don’t know, regular stuff.”
“Regular stuff, what’s that?” Virginia asked.
“Hello, how are you doing, he asked if I found a job yet, I had an interview that went
well.”
“Did he say anything about a woman?” Virginia grabbed her Bluetooth and walked out
the door. “Are you at home?”
“No ma’am, I’m at Wal-Mart.”
“What are you? Never mind, just meet me at your house in fifteen minutes.”
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Rachel fell silent. Virginia dropped the cell phone inside of her purse and locked the door
behind her.

October 23, 1973, Oakland California
Virginia sat in her bedroom, at a desk covered in documents bulging inside manila
folders: diagnostic test scores, budget summaries, enrollment summaries, information on all three
regions of the Oakland Unified School District, each section educating twenty thousand children.
She shuffled through the pages, taking notes, typing, sipping chardonnay, writing, feeling sexy.
Her husband, Marcus Fischer, loved her work, since her first senior essay on W.C. Handy, in his
Honor’s English class, at Booker T Washington High School, but she had forgotten Memphis as
much as she could. Now she pictured the two of them going over this speech together. She
rubbed behind his ears, massaged his scalp, and leaned forward, so the bottoms of her breasts
touched his shoulder. Nice but the speech wasn’t halfway finished, and they had fourteen days
before the district meeting.
The room looked to be engulfed with fire, and the windows glowed with the final minutes
of daylight. Another two hours would pass before Marcus slumped through the door, like
someone dragging sixty-thousand children. Virginia felt the back of her own head, then the puffs
under her eyes. She typed another sentence, accountability, everyone, superintendent, cafeteria
workers and pushed herself from the desk. She needed a bath, so she could smell soft, and she
wanted her skin to feel the same. In her bedroom closet, she had four shelves for toiletries that
included: perfume—Chanel for Marcus, but Virginia had others she liked, oils in antique cut,
crystal bottles, scented powders, and creams infused with oranges and roses. She filled the in-
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floor tub with hot water and bubbles and laid a white bra and panties and a silk slip and kimono
on the bed. She sat in the steaming water, closed her eyes, and thought about standing over a sink
filled with dirty dishes, in the Riverside section of South Memphis, that same seven year old,
buried deep inside her.
She put on the underwear and the slip, after she dried and powdered herself and sprayed
Chanel on her wrists, behind her ears, on her stomach, and inside her thighs. For the moment she
left the kimono on the bed and slipped into a terry cloth bathrobe and cotton slippers. On her way
to the kitchen, she put on a record, Bobby Bland, Two Steps from the Blues. She went into the
refrigerator, grabbed a pan of chicken breasts, marinating since the night before, warmed the
oven for a few minutes and slid the pan onto the middle rack. She washed a bunch of asparagus
and chopped five Portobello mushrooms. By the time the chicken finished cooking, she had
already set the table, black plates, silverware, napkins, and the bottle of chardonnay. By the time
the door opened and Marcus stepped into the foyer, she had fixed both of their plates and
replaced the bathrobe with the kimono. She sat at the dining room table with her legs crossed.
The unfinished speech was staked in a neat pile, next to her plate.
After the rumbles of Marcus moving through the house, setting his briefcase down next
to the front door, checking the mail, hanging his suit coat in the closet, he walked into the dining
room. Marcus’s height, six feet and five inches, accentuated the slump in his shoulders, and
when he saw the food on the table, his plate already fixed, his wife sitting with the round of her
thigh exposed; his mood brightened only a little, but when his eyes fell upon the stack of papers
on the table they grew wide and shiny. He smiled without opening his mouth, but it was a huge
smile, that shaped his entire face.

9

“Is that my speech?” Marcus pointed a finger, large and rough like it had been
conditioned from years of hard work, but Marcus was an educated man, a PhD. He hadn’t
performed any manual labor in fifteen years, since an undergrad, loading bales of cotton, on the
barges, at President’s Island.
“Depends,” Virginia said.
“On what?” He loosened his tie and picked up his fork.
“How nice you are, Mr. Superintendent.” She smiled, cut a piece of chicken, closed her
lips around it and slipped it off the fork.
“Cough it up,” He held his hand out and moved his fingers, like calling the papers across
the table.
She turned away and raked her fork through her food.
He rose from his chair and reached for the speech, but she put her hand over it. All five
nails pressed down on the paper. He smiled and slid the stack from under her fingers. Without
lifting his eyes from the page, he sat down and flipped a sheet over, examining the speech’s
contents intently, squinting, adjusting his glasses on his nose, cracking slight smiles here and
there.
She stood and walked around the table, letting her fingers trail across it. She hugged
Marcus from behind, massaged his scalp, nuzzled his neck with her nose, and rubbed her hands
up and down his wide arms. He flipped another page, then a couple more. The pages all white
now, he frowned, leaned back, and looked at Virginia.
“Where’s the rest?” he asked.
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“I’m going to finish it. I felt like getting out earlier. I had lunch at the Clam House.” She
traced the edged of Marcus’s earlobe with the tip of her finger. “Then I stopped to cook you
dinner.” And I wanted to fix myself up. “You’ll have plenty of time to memorize it.”
“Fourteen days,” Marcus said. The inflection in his voice made this sound like a question.
“Like, you need more than a night.” Virginia did not exaggerate. Marcus possessed an
incredible memory.
“Pam Walker showed up at my office today.”
Pam Walker was the Black Panther Party’s Minister of Information in Oakland.
“What did she want? Nothing,” Virginia said. She rubbed his chest and let her fingers
creep under his striped tie, inside the placket of his shirt.
“She wanted to know if I was interested in employing the Panthers, for security, the
brothers don’t take no shit.”
It wasn’t the sarcasm in his voice that worried Virginia. It was the fatigue. She had to
move before he dozed off, right there at the table. She kissed his neck, cheek, and the corner of
his mouth.
“The parents’ association might protest. I have entire classrooms tearing up the ID
cards.”
She wasn’t being fair, but she felt afraid. Marcus wanted children, and it had been five
months since she miscarried.
“When are you going to finish?” He waved the speech in front of them.
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She looked at him and walked back to her chair, sat down and took two gulps of wine.
“I don’t know. I need inspiration to write.” She turned her head.
“My career is on the line, you want inspiration, look around,” he said.
“No material thing can replace, a kind word, a loving gesture.”
Marcus held her hand and rubbed the top of her fingers with his thumb.
“You’re supposed to be working on your book, but I take up all your time,” he said.
She smirked and turned her head, with a slight throw of her neck. He leaned forward and
by the hand, led her around the table and onto his lap. She straddled him, and he wrapped his
arms around her waist, hers around his neck. She rubbed the back of his head and felt the rolled
up speech in his hand, tapping softly against her back.
“Ms. Fischer. I need this speech. I need you to write it.”
“You haven’t been very nice.”
He kissed her, slowly at first.
The next day, four gunmen would shoot Marcus eight times, with cyanide packed bullets.
She will wonder if they knew that night, the finality in those last moments, when he emptied
himself of the Panthers, the angry parents and reporters, the politicians and clergy. She will think
back and regret being filled already, of her diminished role, a script writer with fringe benefits.
When he finished, he moaned long and hard and his body straightened and stiffened. He
clenched the sheets inside his fists and rocked.
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“Let it out.” She said and patted his cheek. Her hair spread across the dark of the pillow
cases like sunbeams.
*******
That evening she waited like always. The phone rang and she answered, calling his name,
saying she wanted a repeat. Instead of Marcus, the voice of Helen, the wife of deputy
superintendent, Jack Baxter, cracked through phone, barely audible through her sobs.
“Genie, you have to come to Kaiser Medical, hurry baby.”
“Helen?” Virginia asked. She recognized her friend’s voice, yet it sounded distorted like
she was speaking through panes of shattering glass.
“What, what’s wrong, is Jack all right?” The recent turmoil surrounding the identification
cards had stressed everyone in their circle, like balloons right before their bursting. Had Jack
burst, or had his heart, or his mind snapped like a rubber band stretched too far?
“No, they say Jack is going to make it, they’re prepping him for surgery right now. It’s
not Jack though, baby. It’s Marcus. He’s dead, Genie, oh my God, Marcus is dead.” After that
only screams could be heard through the phone.
“No, dead, what happened, Helen, what happened?” Virginia heard mostly screams, but a
few words made it through, shot was the one Virginia honed in on. She dropped the phone and
fell back against the floor. She was not sure how long she stayed there writhing, holding her
stomach. The room spun around her and when it stopped, everything around her seemed to glow
with a surreal whitewashing of light. She knew she could not lie there. Whatever had happened
to Marcus, she had to face as well. She had to get her baby. Surely he wasn’t dead. Helen didn’t
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know him like Virginia did. No man was as strong as Marcus. Marcus was larger than life. He
had educated children across the entire country, Atlanta, Philadelphia, Memphis, and now
Oakland. No one was more adored or respected by his colleagues than Marcus. Virginia wiped
her cheeks and pulled herself from the floor. She hurried into the closet, threw on some clothes
and left the house without checking the mirror. On the way out the door she grabbed the finished
speech, from the mahogany accent table, in the foyer.
As soon as Virginia walked into the emergency room, Helen rushed to greet her, the
woman’s face a swirled soup of mascara, red blush, and tears. They had become friends quickly
after Virginia and Marcus arrived in Oakland three years earlier. Helen, who was already
acclimated to the political climate that surrounded the school board in Oakland, had taken the
wife of her husband’s boss under her wing with a surprising amount of enthusiasm. Now she
held Virginia tightly against her and her body shook with heavy sobs. She rocked Virginia and
patted the woman, ten years her junior, on the back.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Genie,” Helen said.
The emergency room was packed with people, it looked like the entire school board had
taken off work and come down to the hospital. A few students were there who should’ve been at
school, but seemed to go unnoticed in the midst of all that grief. Helen led Virginia, who
stumbled on the way to a set of empty chairs. Virginia had been in hospital emergency rooms
before. She was twelve when her father passed, then later while in high school she had sat in a
hospital room, next to her grandmother’s bed, where the family had watched the woman die, but
she had never seen anything like this. As soon as the pair sat down, people crowded around the
two women, with condolences. Helen waved all of them away with the polite demeanor of a
steward protecting her mourning queen. Yet it was she not Virginia who cried. She held Virginia,
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pulled her against her bosom as if to comfort the twenty-five year old, and Virginia let her do it.
She laid her face against her friend’s breasts in a way that seemed catatonic. The scene was just
too much for her, even though the questions concerning Marcus burned in her heart. The courage
that she left home with had disappeared as soon as she walked into the emergency room, but she
could not stay here. She pulled away from Helen and stood.
“No, uh-uh, where’s my husband.” Her voice sounded like it had traveled a great
distance, and at its source a small and fearful girl hid in a cave. She took two steps back, the
second almost a stumble. She felt her right ankle bend. “What room is he in?” Virginia was
afraid, she didn’t know what was going on, but she knew she had to get to Marcus. She looked
around the waiting room until she spied the receptionist, her space without windows like it had
been carved into the wall of the emergency room. She walked toward the opening, the reception
area. A slender woman, with a long hooked nose looked up at Virginia. The nurse did not smile.
Helen ran behind Virginia, grabbed her shoulders, and turned her around.
“No Genie, it’s too late.” Helen’s voice cracked, and tears rolled from her eyes that
looked swollen and puffed, like all the tears had been squeezed from them.
“What do you mean, it’s too late? No one will tell me anything. Where is Marcus?”
Virginia pulled from Helen’s grip and turned back to the nurse. “Excuse me, ma’am. I’m looking
for my husband. Have they brought in any patients by the name of Marcus Fischer?”
“Genie, baby, Marcus is dead. He died on the way here.”
The nurse considered a notebook, lying open in front of her. “Marcus Fischer. So you’re
the victim’s husband. Young lady, a doctor will come out and speak with you in a moment. In
the meantime, you’re going to have to start filling out some paperwork for us.” The woman
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pulled a packet of stapled papers from one of the drawers in front of her, set it on a clipboard,
and handed it to Virginia.
Virginia stared at the clip board. Not only did it look foreign, it looked extraterrestrial, a
distant star seen through a telescope. Virginia turned around and everything looked this way, like
Virginia had been sucked into the firmament far above and now an ocean of dark lay between
her and the cold light of the emergency room. Somewhere inside those black, ancient waters she
pictured Marcus, swimming for land nowhere in sight. An incessant need to find her husband
filled her and assured her she never would. She felt a frozen gale push against her. Marcus is
dead, it whispered in derision. Against the dark, Virginia heard her own voice cry out. “You
don’t know my husband. Marcus, Marcus,” she called his name into the bitter, eternal wind.
Virginia woke up, restrained to a hospital bed. Everything in the room looked white and
fuzzy, like it had been splashed with buckets of milk. Helen sat at Virginia’s right. Jack, stood
behind her. His shoulder was bandaged, a discolored patch of blood soaked through, right in the
crease between his shoulder and his chest. The left side of his head was bandaged also. A man in
a white coat stood to the left of the bed. A woman wearing a white dress and stockings stood
behind him. The man smiled and gave Virginia’s hand a gentle squeeze. For a moment she
wondered what was happening. Why was she in this bed? Where was her husband? She started
to call his name. That’s when she realized. That’s when the memories of the past few hours came
rushing back, but for same reason, Marcus’s absence forced his name from her mouth. She did
not call his name; she howled it, a long monotone of a wail, barely discernible and kicked and
pulled against the black Velcro strapped around her wrists. Tears rolled down Helen’s cheeks,
and she covered her mouth with both hands. Jack patted the side of his wife’s head and leaned it
back against his chest.
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“Ms. Fischer, calm down, please,” the man in the white lab coat said. You’ve been
through an incredibly traumatic event today. You went into shock, which is perfectly
understandable, but ma’am, the situation is not going to go away. You have to be strong. Think
of your husband. How would he feel? How would it make him feel to see you like this?”
Virginia pulled at the restraints, with both wrists. Everything was back in focus now. The
world had rushed back in, with frightening clarity. Here was Helen and Jack stood behind her,
bandaged and beat up but he was here. Marcus was not. She pulled and pulled, then when she
figured she could not break the binding, she gave up, and let her arms flop against her side.
“Where is my husband?” She asked. A small growl rattled in the back of her throat.
“Ma’am that’s what we’ve been trying to explain,” the doctor said.
Virginia tried to rise again, but she barely had the strength to raise her head. She let
herself plop back into the pillow.
“Let me talk to her, um doctor…” Jack said. He looked, bent forward, like he was trying
to see the physician’s badge.
The doctor provided his name, patted Virginia’s hand, and promised to return in 15
minutes to explain the routine tests they had run on her. After he left the room, Jack looked down
at Helen. Virginia turned her cheek into the pillow. Her eyes filled, and glossed and the drops ran
heavy across the bridge of her nose into the pillow case. She needed to see her husband. She
hoped they were wrong. She hoped for some mix-up, but what she felt, the pliers twisting her
lower intestines, spoke otherwise.
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“Helen, could you please let Jack and I talk for just a minute. I don’t know what’s going
on, and I need to find out.”
“Of course, Genie, I’m so sorry,” Helen said. She wiped the corner of her eye with the tip
of a handkerchief. On her way out the room she rubbed Virginia’s hand, tears ran down both her
cheeks now. When the door closed behind Helen, Jack lowered to one knee. The force of his
hand gripping the corner of the mattress disturbed Virginia. She met Jack’s teary gaze with her
own.
“Jack, just lay it out. Whatever it is, I need to know.”
“We were leaving the Board like it was any other day, and Marcus was just down about
everything: the parent letters, the Panthers, the backlash from the identification cards. Two
women walked past. They were dressed in camouflage, you know real strange, but we didn’t
think anything. I mean they had on green army jackets.” He dropped his head and covered his
brow with his hand.
“Jack,” Virginia said. She moved her thumb against the hand that held hers.
“They were walking like they were going to the board. There was a man in the bushes in
front of Marcus’s car. We didn’t see him. He jumped out with a shotgun, and when he fired we
ran toward the women, and we didn’t see their guns until it was too late. I don’t know how many
times they shot. I got hit in the shoulder, and I thought they shot me in the head. They only shot
at me three or four times. I don’t know many times they shot Marcus. He just fell against the car
and slid down it.” Jack inhaled then let go, breath full of trembling. “They ran so quick, I know
that now, but it felt like forever. I heard some tires screech away. I crawled around the car to
Marcus, but he was already gone. I tried to shake him but he wouldn’t wake up.”
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“Jack, I need you to go get that doctor. I need to see my husband.”
Virginia pulled her hand from Jack’s hold.

April 19, 2013, Memphis, Tennessee
When Virginia pulled up to Rachel’s house the first thing she noticed was the grass. It
looked three weeks over grown. She shook her head. Teddy was supposed to have cut Rachel’s
grass over two weeks ago. She thought again. Teddy had kept their daughter’s grass for the past
five months, but he liked to drive his riding lawnmower over there, instead of hitching it to the
back of his truck. Virginia had been so embarrassed after she drove by him one day, chugging up
the street on the lawnmower, proud as a peacock. She bit her lip as she remembered telling him
he looked like a damn fool riding up the street on that lawn mower. After that, getting him to cut
Rachel’s grass was like pulling rusty nails from petrified wood. She would have to think of
someone to call, someone to come cut the yard for Rachel. This thought made her sigh. Another
chore had fallen on her, but who else would do it? Furthermore, who else was going to do it
right?
Virginia knocked on the door three times and rang the doorbell after each knock. She was
going for the fourth when the wood behind the locked storm door swung open. Rachel stood
behind the glass and wrought iron, clenching a toothbrush between her teeth, bits of toothpaste
foamed in the corners of her mouth. She wore a grey tank top, with a thin gold chain, carrying a
pendant shaped like a broken heart, lying just above her cleavage. On her head a black, satin
scarf tied in the front, the edges bordered by green and gold ribbons. Rachel gave her mouth a
few strokes with the toothbrush, held up a finger and disappeared behind the threshold. She
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returned with a set of keys and used them to open the storm door. By the time Virginia stepped in
the house, Rachel had already made her way down the hall, to the bathroom on the right, shutting
the door behind her.
First Virginia looked into the kitchen. The dishes were clean and the floor had been
mopped. She nodded, walked into the living room, and sat on the green, microfiber couch she
had given Rachel as a house warming gift. She looked around the room and shook her head. The
walls were bare, no pictures, decorations, nothing—not even a clock to tell the time, but who
needs a clock when you’re unemployed. She bent forward, her purse resting beside her, against
her hip and considered a pile of magazines strewn across the dark, mahogany coffee table in
front of her, another gift bought by Virginia and delivered by Teddy. She picked up one of
magazines, Elle it was, and noticed the date, May 2010. Without picking any of the others, she
noticed their covers, skinny white women posing with beach balls, narrow hips poked to one
side, blonde hair blowing, dark hair swept back or ringed into frizzy curls. Vogue, Woman
Magazine, and Cosmopolitan, Us Magazine, Virginia shook her head again. At least she could
have bought Essence or even Jet or something. Lord have mercy, Jesus. What am I going to do
with my daughter?
“Rach, what are you doing back there? Why aren’t you dressed? You said you just came
from Wal-Mart, but I don’t see any bags.” Virginia looked down the hall that stretched from the
living room to the door where Rachel disappeared. The door opened and Rachel walked out,
wearing a plaid, flannel shirt, blue jeans and tennis shoes. She had taken off the scarf, and now
her hair cascaded in fluffy layers around the sides of her face and neck. Her gait possessed a fair
amount of speed, and she walked with a slight bend in her posture, a sight that Virginia had spent
years, since Rachel was a kindergartener, trying to correct. Her arms swung when she walked,
20

and her legs kicked out in front of her, just like her daddy. A small purse hung across her chest.
Rachel walked past her mother and went to sliding door on the other side of the living room that
led to the patio. She jiggled the door like she was making sure it was locked and secure. At least
she has some sense, Virginia thought. Then her mind went back a year and she remembered the
night Rachel’s apartment was burglarized.
“Are you ready?” Virginia asked.
“So we’re going to look for Daddy because?” Rachel’s eyes widened and she held her
arms out by her sides.
“I told you. Teddy isn’t there. His truck is in the driveway. His horn is in the house, but I
can’t find him.”
“I thought you said he was with another woman.”
“No I said he might be, but who knows. We need to get going. He’s probably got the
heifer down there with him on Beale.”
“No, I don’t think so.” Rachel got a funny look on her face, like she wanted to clasp her
hands together and cover mouth with them.
“What do you mean? Have you seen something, heard something?”
“No, Momma. I’m just saying. Everybody knows daddy’s married. Everybody knows
he’s a father. I know you think Daddy is crazy, but…”
“No, I know he’s crazy. Now come on girl. We have time.” Virginia looked at her watch.
“We can catch him down there, or at least talk to that Donati character.” The thought of
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conversing with the owner of King’s Palace made Virginia shudder. “Come on let’s go,” she
said.
After they got in the car, Virginia started the engine, and Albert King’s voice came
blasting through the speakers. Rachel jumped in her seat then, wearing a scowl, turned to
Virginia.
“What, I thought you young folks liked loud music.” Virginia laughed. She turned around
and backed the car out of the driveway. “Besides, I get tired of riding down the street hearing all
that damned rap blasting out of people’s cars. Shoot, they need to blast the blues, if they’re going
to play loud music.”
“Dog, Momma, that’s all you ever listen too, all you ever talk about. I know you’re
Daddy’s number one fan an all, but there is other music out there beside the blues,” Rachel said.
She turned the knob on the radio and settled on something that was even louder than the music
Virginia had been listening to, all bass and hi hats, and loud chanting that Virginia could not
understand. Virginia jumped and it looked like the only thing holding her down was her seat belt.
The car swerved, then she flicked a knob on the steering wheel with her thumb and turned the
radio back to the blues.
“You know we don’t listen to rap in this car. What in the hell has gotten into you? You
must be feeling yourself tonight. What? Have you finally gotten a job?” Virginia took quick
glances at Rachel as she focused on the road.
“No, Momma I haven’t found a job yet. Why does everything have to be so dramatic?
That’s probably why you came to pick me up anyway. You could’ve gone looking for Daddy by
yourself. It’s not like you haven’t done it before. You come and snatch me out the house and I
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can’t even listen to radio.” Rachel folded her arms and slid down into her seat and sulked; her
backside made a scrunching sound against the leather.
Virginia considered her daughter again. They had fought over the radio in every car she
had. Since Rachel was a little girl in the first grade. Back then Virginia drove a chocolate, brown
Fleetwood, her first Cadillac. She had been so in love with that car. Driving it felt like flying.
She promised herself that she would never drive anything else, until she drove a Mercedes for
the first time. Virginia remembered Rachel as a girl, sitting in the passenger seat, in her school
uniform, laced socks, and patent leather shoes. The little girl who would stay in the car every
chance she got, which did not occur often, and listen to rap music. Virginia smiled when she
thought about Rachel turning the music off whenever her mother approached the car. Rachel
would sit in her seat looking straight forward like she hadn’t done anything. They had been so
close then, and Rachel had been her confidant. Her little buddy who kept her company while
Teddy ran the streets doing Lord knows what. The woman who sat next to her now seemed to be
sitting on the opposite side of a void, wide as the ocean.
They drove down Elvis Presley Boulevard, past his mansion, with Virginia giving her
little humph, as she always did, every time she passed that house. Even in seventies, she had
never been a fan of Elvis. Another vulture, she always called him. There were so many, and they
just sucked Beale dry, she would lament. Rachel sighed like she always did, whenever it seemed
like Virginia was about to tell a story, which was quite often.
“You know, Rachel, one of the board members over Graceland suggested that I open a
gospel restaurant instead of a restaurant that plays the blues,” Virginia said. Her eyes trained
forward, to the road ahead, both hands holding the steering wheel, left hand at ten o’clock, right
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hand at two. “You know Aileen, had crossed paths with a couple of those people, while she was
helping me find a building. The man told her I wouldn’t make any money opening a blues
restaurant. He said, not enough people want to hear that kind of music. He suggested I open a
restaurant that focused on gospel music. According to him I would make a much bigger profit off
of something like that.” She spoke the last sentence with a false British accent, meant to sound
ridiculous. “When did…”
“When did they ever care about me, about my success,” Rachel said. She moved her head
from side to side and imitated her mother.
“Rachel, if you don’t want to be around, just let your mind wander. You know how you
like to day dream. Just pretend I’m not here, or pretend you’re with someone else. I would say
your father, but we’re looking for him. You don’t have a boyfriend, so I don’t know. Maybe you
should pretend like I’m your father. I’m sure you will enjoy that. I just need you to help me
around when we get there.”
“Imagine that, the First Lady getting lost in her own kingdom,” Rachel laughed and
slapped the dashboard.
“Imagine me pulling the car over, Rach. Besides, Beale is so different now. Every time
you look, something’s getting torn down or built up, some restaurant is going out of business, or
some new franchise is about to start down there.”
They drove past Bellevue Junior High School, at the corner of Elvis Presley and Lamar,
and Virginia thought about her middle school children, wild but more impressionable in
comparison with older students, but she wished she could’ve taught some of the children closer
to her own neighborhood. She taught at Bolton a school that serviced children from Nut Bush, a
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neighborhood nestled behind Summer Ave and National, a student body comprised of mostly
poor white children. She taught at Manassas, where South Memphis merged into Downtown
Memphis, two blocks over from Foots Holmes housing projects. She taught at Sherwood Middle,
children from the Sharpe and Bethel Grove areas, a few students trickled in from Orange Mound.
Manassas counted a little, since she grew up in South Memphis, though in a different area of the
sprawling community, but she had never taught in Glenview, and she had lived in the
neighborhood for over thirty-five years and then some, ever since she had come back from
Oakland.
Virginia hated parking on Beale Street. She had gotten several parking tickets and paid
none of them. Her car had been towed once, and one night she had to pay to have a boot
removed, while she argued with the owner of the lot over the placement of his Private Parking
sign. After that night, almost thirty years ago, in a parking lot behind the Blues Shack nightclub,
Virginia gave up the public parking lots, and paid the small fees that charged to park there for the
night, which were always better at night because of the lighting and attendants, but for Virginia it
was never about the money or the secured parking. Beale Street was more than an amusement
park, a place for tourists to park their cars, walk and catch shuttles to watch musicians, no
different than the costumed mascots of Disney World, perform before stage settings cut from
cardboard. Beale was the heart of downtown Memphis, a black heart that pulsed with the
richness of black experience. A heart that had failed and been transplanted.
She could’ve parked on Lt. George W. Lee Avenue, one street over from Beale; it ran
like an alley, along the back of all the clubs and restaurants on the west side of Beale, a block
behind Silky O’ Sullivan’s . No one would have bothered her car. All the club owners knew her
and her car, but there was always some cop, most likely some rookie cop, roving the area,
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looking for ways to meet his ticket quota, so Virginia parked in the garage on the corner of
Peabody Place and South Third, so she could walk straight down Third to Beale, from the east
and end up with the club on her right. She wouldn’t have to walk so far, and she could avoid
having to make her way through much of the crowd. She could ease up on Teddy from within the
crowd. He would probably be there with him arm wrapped around some girl he had pulled from
the crowd. She thought about the look that would be on his face and smiled. Maybe someone
brought him down there like Pig-Meat, Teddy’s drummer and best friend, if getting sloppy
drunk, staying out all night and the next day, and carousing with all sorts of shady characters and
questionable women, could be called a friendship. That would explain Teddy’s truck in the
driveway. Maybe he was with Russell, planning on going out for one of their trips. When the two
would disappear together but after Virginia had tracked them once to an old café girl’s house in
South Memphis and banged on the door demanding to see Teddy, the trips had stopped. Or at
least they didn’t stay out for days anymore, and even their all-nighters had slowed considerably.
It was just their old age, Virginia thought, it wasn’t like they had some sort of epiphany and
figured out they were too old for those sorts of things.
Virginia walked with Rachel and held her purse, looking around. The transformation of
Beale, from what she had known as a child or even as a young adult, would always amaze her.
How could all of that have ended? She remembered parading west on Beale, when she was nine
years old and she won first place in an essay contest sponsored by the Cotton Maker’s jubilee.
She felt so proud to walk behind the junior king and queen. Now Virginia felt ashamed, down
here looking for your husband. You must be a damn fool.
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“Well if Daddy is down here, I’m going to let him have it too,” Rachel said. She’d
brought a small, green purse looped around her wrist in front of her. Her stride had become brisk
and her gaze kept rotating from her mother to the path ahead of them.
They arrived on Beale Street at twelve forty-five. The streets were filled with thousands
of people, everywhere, walking back and forth, stumbling, laughing—a woman with long blonde
hair, a short black dress, and a wobble in her heels pulling a huge, muscular man by his fingers,
his face buried in a 24 ounce cup of beer. Virginia and Rachel crossed South Third, and Virginia
looked to the left side of the street, past a couple of buildings to King’s Palace, but she didn’t see
Teddy. There was another band out front playing where Teddy’s band normally played, another
street musician, this one blew a harp, still singing the blues, leading his own band. Virginia
didn’t see Pig Meat either. There was another man playing drums, this one had grey hair slicked
back with grease and a cigarette behind his ear.
“Dog, where is he?” Rachel asked. She let out something that was a mixture between a
pout and a sigh, looked back and forth up both sides of the crowded street.
“No, he never finishes his regular gig before one,” Virginia said as if talking to the air.
The band played a song called Mississippi Boy, a song popular with a lot of the young people. It
wasn’t the blues Virginia grew up with, but she liked it. It was close to the roots. She wanted to
cut a shine and pass snapping her fingers and bouncing on the balls of her toes that would have
to wait until she got home. Instead she walked past the band with a nod, Rachel walking behind
her, the expressions on the men’s faces going blank when their eyes fell on Rachel. Virginia
stood at the door and let Rachel open it for her.
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Inside the night club, moving shadows crisscrossed over the flecks coming from the
strobe lights above their heads. There were speakers hoisted in the ceiling corners that blasted the
music from the band playing outside. Inside, the night club was packed full of people. From
where Virginia stood with Rachel, she could see straight through the King’s Palace, past the
walls and the ceiling built from dark oak, stained with swirls of a deep chocolate color curling
through it, pass the bar on her left and the huge mirror behind the bar with bottles of beer and
liquor lined in front of it; above the mirror a sign read in all caps, ALL CREDIT CARDS
PASSED ACROSS THIS BAR WILL BE PREAPPROVED FOR $5,000, then in smaller letters,
written in cursive, thank you the boss and his first born son’s college tuition fund, past the
middle of the club where four rows of tables, made from cherry oak, polished to the luster of
glass, stretched to the back of the night club, out onto a patio, over each table, a white table cloth
with embroidery trimming, and past the stage on her right. The stage backed by a set of thick
curtains behind it, red like much of the trimming and borders painted throughout the club.
Another sign that read King’s Palace Café topped the center of the curtains behind the stage.
The stage itself was a platform built a foot high from the ground, fashioned from the
same shiny, dark wood as the tables and chairs that sat before it. Virginia had watched Teddy
play on that stage many a night. The image of him sitting on the stage was so clear and fresh in
her mind, maybe too much so. It was like she could actually hear him playing. She stared at the
stage, one hand gripping the strap of her purse with all her might. The other inside of her pocket
clenched into a balled a fist.
Virginia hadn’t been down to see Teddy play in over six months, since the news of her
efforts to start her own blues club had begun to circulate, how the news leaked was a mystery to
her, but after it did, too many people began asking too many questions, especially the club
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owners down here. Wherever Teddy played, some old slimy club owner would pull her to the
side and probe her for information, at the same time discouraging her at every opportunity. The
thought bothered her as she felt someone touch her elbow, and for this reason she pulled away at
the sensation. Quickly waking from her brief reverie, she saw a young white girl standing in
front of her. One of the club hostesses, the girl looked barely old enough to drink legally, if she
was that old. The young girl’s hair pulled back into a low ponytail. Her smile was bright, despite
the flushed look of her cheeks. She wore the red polo with black stripes down the sleeves and
sides and the black creased slacks that were the uniform of The King’s Palace restaurant staff.
“Hello, ma’am welcome to the King’s Palace Café on Beale Street. Can I get you a table
or would you like to sit at the bar?” The hostess said.
“Well my daughter and I…” Virginia looked to her side bit did not see Rachel. She
turned her head and spied her daughter, who had already taken a seat at the bar and from the
looks of things had struck up a conversation with the bartender, who was pouring her a drink.
“She’s already found a seat at the bar, so I’m going to just join her over there, but I do need a
favor from you, young lady.”
“Yes, ma’am, and how may I help you,” the hostess said. Her smile widened and she
tilted her head to the side just a little.
“Can you go and get Mr. Donati. Tell him Virginia Rogers would like to speak with
him,” Virginia said.
The smile left the young woman’s face, and her cheeks reddened even more. The girl
looked worried, like she had been asked to walk into a den of lions dressed in raw meat. “Um,
ma’am, Mr. Donati’s in a meeting right now, and he asked not to be disturbed.”
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“Just tell him Virginia Rogers wants to talk to him. Trust me, he will stop whatever it is
he’s doing, and he won’t be mad you, honey. He knows how pushy I am.” Virginia laughed and
patted the woman on the arm, giving the young woman a small nudge at the same time. “Just tell
him I’m waiting at the bar, an old friend, who couldn’t possibly leave until she’s gotten a chance
to speak with him.”
This calmed the young woman a little but not much. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll tell him.” The
hostess tried to maintain that bright smile, but it had fallen and dimmed significantly.
The woman turned and walked away, her head bowed like she was off to see the hanging
judge. Virginia turned and walked over to the bar, where Rachel was sipping something that
looked like a swirl of red and orange in a tall, bulbous glass, she had just said something that
Virginia could not make out. Something the bartender must have found amazingly humorous,
because he was laughing so hard, he looked like he was about to flip over the bar. The seat next
to Rachel had been empty, but now one of the busboys, had stopped and sat next to her. He was
still holding onto the tray he had been pushing, full of dishes, with one limp handed grip of his
fingers. When the young man looked up and saw Virginia, he gave Rachel a quick nervous
glance then he stared down at the tray of dishes he was carrying.
“Excuse me ma’am. I’m sorry is this your seat?” the busboy asked, scooting his tray back
and forth.
“Young man, I don’t own anything in here, but I’m hoping you are gentleman enough to
let an old lady have a seat by her daughter,” Virginia said. She noticed Rachel roll her eyes
toward the ceiling. The bartender was at the other end of the bar, handing someone two bottles of
beer.
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“Yes, ma’am, yes ma’am of course.” He jumped up from the bar stool and motioned with
his hand for Virginia to sit down. “I would never take a seat from a standing lady.” The busboy
touched Rachel’s shoulder. “All right now, you be easy girl, and if I see your daddy I’ll make
sure to tell him y’all are looking for him. Any other time, he would have played already, and be
sitting here drinking his Jack and seltzer. You may want you may want to hang around,
sometimes he comes in after hours.” He cupped a hand around his mouth and whispered. “The
cooks in the back will fix a couple of plates for you.”
“Fix who a couple of plates. Whoever it is, they better pay for whatever they take from
my restaurant.” A voice boomed behind Virginia.
She knew who it was before she turned around, Peter Donati, the owner of the King’s
Palace. As she turned around, the busboy scurried off, making a gesture with his thumb and
pinky finger next to his face and mouthing the words call me to Rachel. At first, the sight of
Peter made Virginia take a step back, because his stomach was almost touching her. He was that
big and wide. He almost eclipsed the light behind him. Shaped like a boiled egg, with egg white
bulging through a crack around its middle, his stomach looked like a big ring of goo in which the
top half of his torso sat with buoyance. His arms were thick and short and covered with strands
of sandy hair, from the hems of his short sleeves all the way down to the back of his hands and
his knuckles. Fat bulged around his wrist watch. He wore a white shirt that looked stuck to his
chest with sweat, khaki slacks that scrubbed together at his thighs and black, Nike tennis shoes,
slightly bent over.
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“So not only does Teddy not show up for work. He sends his wife to face his boss. Come
on give it to me. What lame excuse are you about to tell me,” Peter said. He smiled in a way that
looked fake, almost like a sneer in fact.
“And how are you doing, Mr. Donati? And what have you been eating? You get bigger
every time I see you,” Virginia said. “When did Teddy become your employee? Every time I see
his name mentioned by you or anyone else, he’s referred to as a street musician. You own Beale
Street now?”
“Virginia, I see you’ve still got that charm. No wonder Teddy wants to hang around here
all night.” Donati turned his attention to Rachel, taking her entire form in, from her painted
toenails peeking through her open toe sandals, to the dark brown, bob-styled wig she wore,
because she didn’t have time to fix her hair after Virginia arrived. “Rachel, how are you doing,
young lady? Please forgive my manners. Your mother is a hand full. She could throw a
prizefighter off his game with that attitude. I see Danny’s fixed you a drink. Are you hungry? Let
me get send to the kitchen and get you something.” Donati held up a hand and with his fingers
called over one of the servers.
“That’s all right Mr. Donati. I’m fine, but thanks anyway. That’s very nice of you,”
Rachel said, giving the old man a nod in appreciation.
“Sweetheart, it’s nothing. Now every time you come in here, you have a plate of Mardi
Gras pasta. Don’t get brand new on me because you’re here with momma,” Peter said. By this
time one of the servers had walked over. This young lady was dressed in the same uniform but
her hair was cropped short, just below her ears, curly, shiny and wet looking like she had just
greased it with mousse and water in the bathroom only moments before. Peter touched the small
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of the young woman’s back and bent down as if he were whispering into her ear. “Hey, I need
you to bring this young lady a plate of Mardi…”
“That won’t be necessary, young lady,” Virginia said. “We’re not going to be here that
long. It’ll just be a waste of food,” She turned to her daughter. “Rach is always hungry, but she’ll
be all right.”
Rachel, Peter, and the young server all looked at Virginia, and they all looked taken
aback, especially Donati who shook his head before sending the young woman away. The sound
of a horn pattered its way out of the speakers above their head. Virginia knew the winding
methodical notes anywhere. Teddy, she thought. He must’ve been playing somewhere else
tonight and came back here to finish the night out. She turned at look back at the front of the
club, through the open-face window, out onto the side-walk where Teddy normally played, but
she did not see him.
“Wait a minute, Peter. Why do I hear Teddy playing, but he’s not out there?”
“I got a few tunes Teddy and I recorded in the studio. I normally use them in the daytime,
during lunch and the evening before Teddy gets here, and as you can see he’s not here now, so.
But you never answered my question. Where is your husband? Believe it or not, his contribution
to this place is important. I lost money tonight because he wasn’t here.”
“I’m well aware of his importance; you wouldn’t have this clientele if it wasn’t for him,”
Virginia said. “Too bad you don’t treat him like that, like he’s important to the success of this
place. And to answer your question I came down here looking for Teddy myself, but it’s obvious
you haven’t seen him. Did he come to work last night?”
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“Of course, he was here,” Peter said. He slicked his hair back then rubbed the back of his
neck. “But he’s not here tonight. I mean, he had his band waiting for over two hours, but he
never showed. Even Pig-Meat was mad at him, and those two are thick as thieves.” He held up
two stubby fingers with hairy knuckles. “And I need to hear from him. If I don’t, by tomorrow
morning, I’m going to have to book another band. I don’t want to do that, but I’ve got a business
to run. Why hasn’t he been home anyway? Y’all been at it again. I tell you the truth. You two
fight like a couple of teenagers.”
“You don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about.”
“Oh, I don’t”
“No you don’t, you only know what you’ve heard, obviously from Teddy. I keep telling
him. Watch who you tell your business to. Smiling faces…”
“You know what? Oh, no wonder.” He rubbed his chin and smiled. The smile of a sadist.
“I wouldn’t worry too much about Teddy. When he left last night he was in good hands if you
know what I mean.” Peter lowered his voice to say the last part. Then he looked at Rachel as if
waking up from a dream. “Excuse me, Rachel, but this woman right here.” He pointed at
Virginia. “Could make the Pope lose his religion.”
“It’s all right. That’s y’all business. Just act like I’m not here which you’re already
doing.” She wrapped her lips around the straw in her mixed drink, puckered and slurped. Her
eyes widened as her cheeks sank.
“Now back to you. You came here looking for your husband, but you know just like I do.
He’s probably somewhere curled up with a bottle or some woman, or held up somewhere
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shooting dice, or maybe the casino, but when he does come home, please have him call me. I
mean Teddy’s been doing really well for the past few years. That’s one thing I give you credit
for. You keep him focused.”
Virginia waited for the “but,” the insult that would come next.
“Whatever’s going on between you two is none of my business, but no man wants to
come to a nagging wife every day. You’re not too old to change, Virginia.”
“Are you finished?” Virginia asked.
Peter did not respond. He only stared at her.
“You sure seem to know a lot about marriage and relationships. You’ve had enough
practice.”
Peter had been married five times. His current wife was twenty-five, ten years younger
than Rachel. He began to sneer, and Virginia took that as her cue to leave. The two of them could
only stomach each other for so long.
“Well I’m off Peter. If Teddy comes by later, please tell him Rachel and I were here
looking for him.”
Outside the club, Virginia grabbed Rachel’s arm as they were about to leave.
“That man seems to know a whole lot about us, and I didn’t know you frequented this
place so much. You sure are hanging out in the streets a lot for someone who is unemployed.”
Rachel pulled from her mother’s grip.
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“I have to get out of the house sometime, and this is a place I can come and enjoy myself
without having to spend any money. You used to come here all the time, so what’s the
difference.”
“You know what the difference is. I was here making sure that Teddy got paid. And I
only stopped coming after I… I’m retired now, I can’t run the streets all night like I used to,”
Virginia said, but that wasn’t the reason. The truth was her attendance at The King’s Palace had
become a conflict of interests, ever since she had gotten the notion to start her own blues club
slash restaurant. Somehow the club owners on Beale had found out, and every time she would
come to support Teddy, she had been faced with a barrage of questions, false concerns and
encouragement, and subtle discouragement. It felt too much like an inquisition, and she had
learned she could manage Teddy from home. All she had to do was pressure him, and make sure
that when he came home from a gig, he always had a certain amount of money.
“Let’s look on the other side,” Rachel said, pointed east to the opposite end of Beale.
Virginia looked as far into the crowd as she could, which was not very far, there were too
many people, and they were doing too many things walking back and forth, crisscrossing,
laughing, dancing with closed eyes and holding cups filled with beer and liquor, stumbling and
balancing the cups. A group of young, shirtless, black men came through, clearing the crowd to
both sides of the street, making a wide path in the middle. Two more somersaulted, seventeen
times in unison, down the middle of the street. Another pair of boys, each carrying a bucket, ran
up and down the sides of the street collecting donations. One of the boys stopped in front of
Virginia and smiled and panted, his eyes just as shiny as the sweat on his forehead and chest.
Virginia dropped ten dollars in the plastic bucket, the boy held before she spied Rachel, talking
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to a man holding a camera, standing in front of a set of three airbrushed backdrops. Virginia had
walked half the distance between them before Rachel looked, waved and started toward her.
Rachel held a flyer in her hand, fanning herself with it; she put her fist against her hip and
shifted her weight to one leg, rounding the curve of her hip and her butt. Virginia caught
Rachel’s wrist and held it still so she could read the handbill, the name of the photographer,
some quote from Lewis Gordon, the photographer’s phone number. She looked up at Rachel and
smirked.
“Oh, you have money to take pictures now?” Virginia said. She looked up at Rachel and
batted her eyelashes.
“I was asking him had he seen Daddy. You know Kevin anyway,” Rachel said waving
her hand back in his direction, as if brushing him off.
“Oh you were? Well please continue,” Virginia said. She looked her daughter in the eyes
and felt their intensity press against her own. Past Rachel’s shoulder, a group consisting of three
young couples approached the photographer, who thumbed through a photo album with them,
apparently showing them other pictures he had taken, testaments to the mastery of his craft.
“He said he hadn’t seen Daddy since last night. Daddy gave him a ride home after they
shut the street down.” Rachel’s eyes watered and her bottom lip trembled. “Where is he,
Momma?”
“Don’t panic, Rach” Virginia said. “You know better than me, your father stays into
some foolishness. He probably got drunk and missed his gig, and now he’s too ashamed to talk
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to anybody. He’ll come creeping around the house in the morning, so he can grab his truck and
his horn and sneak back off.”
The young people were smiling with the photographer, and one of them shook his hand.
“Come on, let me talk to the picture man for a minute. What did you say his name was?”
Virginia said.
“Kevin, Momma,” Rachel said. “You don’t remember him at all?”
Virginia had already started for the photographer; Rachel had to speak to the back of her
head. As Virginia approached, she stared at his face and tried to remember it, but she couldn’t,
and she was still trying by the time she walked up on him. Now the group stood in front of the
center backdrop, and the photographer, with one hand, motioned for them to scoot closer
together. He glanced over his shoulder at Virginia for a second, did a double take like it had
taken a moment for his brain to register her face and just as quickly, let the camera, strapped
around his neck, fall and rest against the top of his belly so round it bulged over his belt buckle.
With beaming eyes and smile he hugged Virginia, wrapping her arms inside of his and pressing
her cheek against his own.
“First Lady, how are you doing,” he said. Then he held up a finger to the young people,
like saying, one moment please. He looked at Virginia like he was examining her, like something
was wrong. Then he smiled and grabbed the camera off his chest and screwed with the lens. The
young people held their poses, and their faces began to show traces of impatience and frustration.
“You don’t remember me, do you?” he said. He leaned back a little, looked at Virginia
from under cut eyelids.
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“Kevin, right,” Virginia said. She waved a finger at him trying to remember. At this
distance, she recognized his face more. Virginia knew him, but from where, she could not recall.
The man smiled, looked at Rachel and pointed at Virginia. “Boy I declare,” he said.
“Your momma knows so many folks. She can’t even keep up with them. That’s okay, first Lady,
I used to help Mr. Rogers and his band carry their equipment. You used to give me ten dollars a
night. All I had to do was carry the stuff from the car, then bring it back at the end of the night.”
When Kevin said that, she recognized his face, and she knew why she hadn’t before. It
had been at least five years since she had seen the boy, and another three, since he had seen them
unloading the band’s equipment from the back of Teddy’s truck and walked, sweaty and bare
chested and nappy headed, up to Teddy asking him for a dollar and hiding in the alley behind the
club after the ten o’clock curfew and all of the unaccompanied children were ran off the street,
and being there to help to Teddy, who laughed, patted the boy’s shoulder and gave him two more
dollars. For the next three years, every Friday and Saturday night the boy had been out there,
waiting for them, at the corner of Third and George W Lee, creeping from the dark of the back
street out into the light of the strip. Kevin couldn’t flip like his other friends, so he was one of the
boys who walked back and forth, in front of the crowd carrying a big, white bucket, taking
donations.
Now the boy stood in front of Virginia. He was an adult now, and he had kept himself in
shape, which Virginia was glad to see. She did wonder how he’d gotten into photography. Back
when they had met the boy, all he talked about was learning to play the horn like Teddy. The boy
they met was a dusty little thing, who wore beat up sneakers and no socks. The man standing in
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front of her was dressed simple but nice, in his light blue jeans and striped polo shirt and camel
brown loafers.
“Kevin, I remember you,” Virginia said. She spread her arms and gave the boy a soft hug
around his neck. She stood back and considered the boy beneath the shining streetlamps and the
star lit sky of Beale. “You’ve grown up into a fine young man. You’ve been taking care of
yourself too. How did you end up taking pictures down here?”
Virginia took a step back from Kevin, and he held up a finger, as if to say hold on for one
second, First Lady. Then he snapped the photograph of the young people, holding their poses,
waiting for Kevin to attend to them. After he took the picture, the young people crowded him,
forcing Virginia another step back, bumping her into Rachel. The youngsters looked at the
camera, one of them pointed at the image on the camera’s display screen and laughed, another
young man slapped one of the girls with them on her butt, then grabbed her waist and pulled her
closer to him. They paid Kevin, and he plugged his camera into the USB port on a printer he’d
set up next to the back drop. With a few clicks and drones, the picture printed. He stepped away
from the crowd and back to his conversation with Virginia.
“I tried playing the trumpet like Teddy,” Kevin said. “I just couldn’t get. I mean, no
matter how hard I tried, no matter how long I practiced, I couldn’t even learn the basics. Mr.
Rogers did his best to teach me too. Music wasn’t my talent, and I knew I wanted to work down
here so...”
Virginia nodded in agreement, so did Rachel. The printer finished whirring and buzzing.
Kevin pulled the picture off of it, slid it into a cardboard frame—the kind that folded like a
birthday card—handed it to the group of young people. They marveled at the picture a few
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moments and made their way up the street, disappearing into the crowd of tourists and local
party goers. He turned again to Virginia and Rachel, who were getting a closer look at the
backdrop.
“Well I always used to see these guys taking pictures and they seemed to be just as must
a part of Beale as the musicians. I remember when I asked Mr. Teddy, he must’ve bust a side
laughing. He was so glad, he just wanted to see me doing something positive, even bought me
my first camera, and introduced me to man who takes pictures on the other end, down there by
the New Daisy and the pizza shop.”
“Well it’s good to see you Kevin, it really is, but I need your help. I almost hate to ask,
because I haven’t seen you in so long,” Virginia said.
“First Lady, don’t you worry about that now. Rachel told me you were looking for
Teddy. I haven’t seen him since last night. He gave me a ride home after the street shut down.”
“Did he say anything, like he was planning to go somewhere or something like that?”
“No ma’am, he said he had a headache, kept saying he wanted to get home and lay down.
I told him I would find another way, but he insisted, said he didn’t want to leave me by myself
waiting on a ride. Mr. Teddy’s seen so much happen down here, he was worried. He didn’t want
anything happen to me.”
That’s Teddy, Virginia thought. Always looking out for people, but he never looked out
for home.
“Are you sure?” Virginia asked. “You don’t remember anything? Did you two talk about
anything that stands out in your mind?”
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Kevin looked up and puckered his lips like reflecting on the night before. He rubbed the
stubble of his chin. His eyes brightened and he waved a finger, like he was saying, oh, that’s
right, to himself. Then his expression darkened and Virginia knew that he had thought of
something troubling, something he blotted from his memory on purpose, something he did not
want to tell Virginia, but he would anyway, out of obligation.
“First he went in, talking about how young I was and that I should live my life to the
fullest and do what I needed to do, to make myself happy. He said don’t be like him. I asked
why. I mean he has everything, a great family. He makes good money. Then he said…” Kevin
dropped his head, fiddled with the camera, adjusting the lens back and forth, doing his best to
release his troubles through the absent motion of his hands.
“What did he say, son. It’s all right. I need to know. You might help me find Teddy.
When was the last time you saw me down here?”
Kevin shrugged his shoulders.
“It’s been a while, like at least a couple of years,” Kevin said.
“Okay then, if I’m down here looking for Teddy. It must be important.”
“Yes ma’am, I thought Rachel or Mr. Rogers drug you down here.” Kevin tried to smile,
but his eyes brimmed with trouble.
“No, I’m down here on my own, Kevin. In fact it was my idea.”
Kevin looked down, then at Rachel, who smirked and smacked her lips, like saying,
that’s my momma, I know how she is.
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“He said I should live my life the way I wanted and not let people, not let anybody tell
me how to live. I should always make my own decisions for myself. That way, even if I fail I
can’t say anybody did it to me, but if I succeed, I don’t have to give anybody the credit.”
“I see. Was that all?” Virginia asked.
“He kept talking about how tired he was.” He bit his bottom lip and looked down again,
then raised his head and continued. “He said he was tired of it all, tired of dealing with Donati,
the band.” Kevin’s words trailed off again, and he looked away from Virginia and Rachel, letting
his eyes rest on the backdrop tacked up against the brick wall.
“Tired of dealing with me too, huh?” Virginia said.
“Yes, ma’am,” Kevin’s voice quaked and he would not look Virginia in her eyes.
“Did he say anything about me?” Rachel asked.
“He said taking care of you was tough. He said you’ve been out of work for a while, but
he didn’t mind, because when you were working, you helped him out. He said he wanted to see
you grow up, though. But he blamed himself for that, said he should’ve been there for you more
when you were a little girl. But most of all, Ms. Rogers.” Kevin looked at Virginia, his eyes full
or earnest, sincerity, and pity. “He said he wanted to make things right with his family, but he
didn’t know how, wasn’t sure if he could even if he did know, and that he was tired of trying.”
The three of them stood there, as thousands of people walked around them; a band played
behind them in Handy Park, a nice version of “The Thrill is Gone.” The smell of old, hot grease
and smoked meat filled the air. Rachel stepped beside her mother and wrapped an arm around
her.
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“Why don’t you take a picture of us,” she said. She waved a hand at Kevin, then pointed
at his camera, and flicked her hand at the back drop. “Yes mother, can I have the chance of a
lifetime and take a picture with the First Lady of Beale Street, on Beale Street, that’s what I’m
talking about.”
Kevin laughed. “It would definitely be an honor for me, Ms. Rogers.”
“Well who’s going to pay for it? I know you don’t have any money, Rach,” Virginia said.
“I have some money, and I’m paying for the picture,” Rachel said. She reached into her
purse, and pulled up a small wad of bills. “How much is it, Kevin, ten or fifteen dollars?”
“Put that back in your pocket. Shoot, that picture’s going right up there.” He pointed to
the top, left corner of the back drop, a space above two other examples of his work. “Come on
First Lady, I haven’t seen you in like forever. If wasn’t for you, I don’t know where I’d be.
Come on and take a picture for me, shoot I wish Mr. Teddy was here. We’ll just get him next
time.”
Rachel tugged at Virginia, and Virginia frowned at her daughter, who slowly dropped her
arm from around the woman’s back.
“Come on, Ms. Rogers,” Kevin said. He adjusted the lens of his camera and turned his
back to them, looking at the backdrop, setting the shot before the subjects were even in it.
“I can walk,” Virginia said as she passed Rachel and walked toward the backdrop. Rachel
walked behind her, but Kevin held his arm out and stopped both of them.
“Wait a minute, Ms. Rogers. I got something for you.” Kevin said. To the right of the
backdrop stood a folding table, a black, plastic tote sat behind it. He went inside the tote, flipped
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through the folded, white bundles and grabbed one. He stepped back into the shot, took down the
back drop from the portable frame behind it, and tied the other one up. Virginia gripped the strap
of her purse and marveled at the picture, a life-sized airbrushed painting of Robert Johnson. One
of the few pictures taken of the early blues pioneer, the slim, dark man sitting, turned sideways,
guitar in his lap, hands positioned as if ready for song, big country-slick smile, hat tilting back
from his forehead. Beale Street Blues, from the Delta to the Bluff, scrolled the top of the
backdrop.
Virginia must’ve smiled wider and harder than she’d realized, because when Kevin
turned around and looked at her he jumped as if startled, then his eyes watered, and he stuck out
his chest and sniffled like inhaling could keep the tears drawn inside his eyes. Virginia hugged
Kevin again and told him how proud she was, and how he’d become just a wonderful man. Then
she stood in front of the backdrop with Rachel, in front of Robert Johnson and WC Handy Park,
in front of the Pepsi Pavilion, that never showcased any blues acts, and she smiled for the
picture, and wrapped her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, and she kept the thought of Teddy
from making her cry, and the memory of Marcus from making her scream.
“Son, if you see Teddy for me, make sure you tell him I’m looking for him, and he needs
to call or come home, something. He needs to let me know he’s okay.”
After Beale Street, the mother and daughter drove down Riverside drive, alongside the
Mississippi River and Tom Lee Park, the water black like the night sky, flecks of light drifting
over it, the bridge behind them, in the shape of the letter M. They drove up and down the small
hills of paved road, as Riverside Drive turned into the I-40 expressway. Virginia took the first
exit, to Crump Avenue, and Rachel glowered when she did so. She knew her daughter had
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expected them to drive around the interstate and merge with the traffic headed south and turn
east onto the Parkway exit, which would have taken them back to their homes, in the Glenview
section of the city. Virginia knew her daughter would guess, with no great amount of difficultly,
the destination of their duty.
“Where are going, South Memphis?” Rachel asked.
“I want to go by the café,” Virginia said. “You never know, your father might be over
there, with Russell. If not Russell knows where he is. I can guarantee that. You know those two
are thick as thieves.”
“Who is Russell?” Rachel asked. “Aw, Uncle Pig-Meat,” she said after a puzzled look
swept across her face for a few moments. “What, you think Daddy might be at the club?”
“If he’s not on Beale Street. He must be somewhere in South Memphis.”
“So you want to drive around South Memphis all night, looking for Daddy,” Rachel said.
She rubbed her forehead and her eye, a hard rub, like scratching her face with her hand, crunched
down into the leather of the seat and leaned toward the passenger side door. “Oh my God,” she
said. “Momma, I don’t feel like going on one of your field trips through South Memphis.”
“What are you complaining about,” Virginia said. “It’s not like you have to get up and go
to work in the morning or the evening either.”
“How do you know, Momma?” Rachel said. “You think you know everything about
everybody, can’t even… never mind.” Rachel waved her hand at her mother. “Blah,” she said
and stretched the sound into something long and filled with antipathy.
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“Rachel, we’re going to talk to Russell, then I will take you home. The last job you had
you work nights. You can stay out all night and party, but you’re sleepy when I need you.”
After exiting the expressway, they rode east on Crump Avenue for two miles, before
swinging a right onto Florida street. On the corner the Budweiser Brewing factory stood, with
huge brown, brick walls and a brick fence built around it. An eighteen wheeler truck idled at the
gate, about to pull out into the traffic.
“I’m supposed to be taking a test to get on at Budweiser in a couple of weeks,” Rachel
said. She added this to the conversation with a nonchalant tone.
“Rach, you’re going through all of this trouble, bouncing around from job to job. Why
don’t you go back to school? When you were little, everybody thought you would grow up to be
a doctor or a lawyer or something. You’ve always been a genius. Why don’t you put your mind
to work instead of wasting your time with these warehouse jobs?”
“I thought I was supposed to be helping you look for Daddy. How did I become the
subject of the inquisition?” Rachel said.
At Crump and Florida Street, downtown Memphis changed into South Memphis, the
change was not subtle or gradual. The change was quick and abrupt, from downtown office
buildings, to decrepit warehouses, to forlorn fields with uncut grass reaching four to five feet in
height, to a strip of abandoned factories, lost in their crumbling bricks, boarded and broken
windows, and faded signs, with huge chips of paint chipping away, to the housing projects that
lined the west side of Florida Street, an old drunk turning a bottle wrapped in a wrinkled brown
paper bag.
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They passed an Intersection at Florida and South Parkway. Virginia turned her head to
the corner as the car idled. The store was painted white and green, and on the side of the store a
woman, slinked against a garbage dumpster. The woman was skinny and sweaty and the dingy
tank top she wore clung to her chest and her breasts the size of peach seeds, poked out hard
against the thin material. The woman scratched her backside, and stood up from the dumpster
when another dirty wild haired woman walked up to her. This one had something in her hand;
probably some crack or heroin, Virginia thought, and when the woman opened her fist they both
looked at the woman’s palm like she carried a bar of gold, and their faces lit up the same way.
On the other side of the street, on Rachel’s side, stood Edward and Thomas Jones’s
Funeral Home. Virginia thought back to her arrival in Memphis, after Marcus’s murder, and the
fuss the Jones brothers made when they found out; Virginia had come home without Marcus’s
body, and said that he would be buried in Oakland. She remembered not only the fuss the
brothers made, but also the complaints that came from Marcus’s relatives, who had only
approved of the marriage when they learned of Virginia’s social status within the community,
and the status of her own family, which rested a couple of steps higher up the ladder than
Marcus’s.
Virginia and Rachel drove down two more intersections to the end of Florida Street. The
mother and daughter pulled up in front of a yellow building, its wood and brick, bright paint
shined in the yellow light of the streetlamps standing over it. In the center of the building’s front,
there stood a door covered with thick black leather. Above the door, a sign read, RC’s Café and
Disco Lounge. The slow deliberate rumble of a bass guitar, and the high-pitched whining of a
lead guitar brimmed from behind the building’s façade. Two men sat in front of the club in lawn
chairs, on opposite sides of a checker board that lay on a blue milk crate. One of the men pulled a
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pint sized bottle of whiskey from his pocket, took a guzzle that made his Adam’s apple jump
four times, then passed it to across the checker board. Both men looked at the Mercedes, with
absent minded gesture. One of the men glanced into the car. The other one made a swift move of
a checker, three hits against the checkerboard, his piece landing finally on the other side of the
board.
“Yeah boy, crown, this pimping,” the man hollered, like there had never been a move in
checkers more brilliant than the one he’d just completed.
Virginia heard the old drunk holler even though the windows on the car were still rolled
up. She shook her head, opened her purse and rumbled through it. She had a Saturday night
special in her purse. She slung the cartridge out and checked the bullets in their chambers, eight
in all, then snapped the cartridge back into place. She looked at Rachel, and laughed at the
disturbed look on her daughter’s face.
“Come on, Rach, let’s see if we can find your father, down here in Sodom and
Gomorrah,” Virginia said.
The women stepped out of the Mercedes, Virginia walking straight and upright, Rachel
looking around, pulling a cellphone from her pocket, and checked the time. Virginia spied the
time on the dashboard before she got out of the car. 2:25, it read. The man, who pulled the liquor
from his pocket, wore a dingy, white fisher’s hat, with the brim flipped up in the back, a thin
plaid shirt, with the sleeves rolled up and the top four buttons unfastened, the thin material of the
shirt clinging to his biceps and his back; where he sweated through the shirt, and in those places
the material looked transparent, and the black of the man’s skin could be seen through the plaid.
The other wore an old baseball cap, with an imprint of an eighteen wheeler on the front, material
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mesh, like fishnet, on the back of the cap, greasy, stringy hair, flowing back and from the sides.
The second man was fat, and it looked like he had stuffed himself inside the lawn chair, and once
he got ready to leave, someone would have to pull the lawn chair off of his rear end. This one
wore a powder blue t-shirt with a screen print design stretched across his wide back that read
Jenkins Family Reunion. His beard was made up of tiny beads of nappy hair curled over his jaws
and chin. The second man looked even sweatier than the first, drops beading on his forehead and
running down the side of his face and neck. A cool breeze blew and the man wiped his forehead.
He looked up at the women, his own eyes filled with tiny cracks of red veins stretching crooked
lines across them. At first the eyes looked dim, and half asleep, but when they focused on
Virginia they widened. The large man sat up and straightened his back as much as his size and
the whiskey would allow.
“First Lady, is that you?” the large man said, squinting at Virginia.
Virginia should have known. The instant the man spoke she remembered. The man’s
name was West, and he had been on this street corner since she could remember, since Teddy’s
best friend, Russell, had bought the small corner lot in 1989 and turned it into a hole in the wall
café. She recognized the other man too, though she could not recall his name. He had been out
on this corner for years also, and Virginia remembered seeing him around too, but the man had
always been aloof with her, and from what she had seen of his belligerent attitude and
interactions with others, his cool demeanor had been fine with her.
“Yes, it’s really me. How’ve you been West? It’s been a long time,” Virginia said.
“Yes ma’am, it’s been a long time,” West said. He slapped his knee and bumped the
checker board, almost knocking it over, but the other man grabbed and held it steady. West
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continued, “Now you must be out looking for Teddy, because the last time I saw you that’s what
you were doing, riding around the neighborhood, trying to hunt down your man, except you had
a brown Cadillac. Yeah you had one of cleanest Fleetwoods I’ve ever seen, in my whole life.
Herman, you don’t remember Ms. Virginia, Teddy’s wife.” West waved his hand at the man
sitting across from him then pointed at Virginia. The other man, Herman, turned to Virginia then
looked her up and down. He pulled the bottle from his pocket, unscrewed the top and tipped the
bottle to his mouth. He cut his eyes at Virginia.
“Yeah, I remember her, riding through here like she was royalty or something. She
wouldn’t ever get out the car, and when she did, she walked passed everybody like we had the
claps. I don’t remember her talking to anybody but Pig-Meat,” Herman said before taking
another swallow from the bottle of whiskey. He looked at Virginia and Rachel, his gaze
considering the round hips of both mother and daughter, then turning back to West. “She might
as well go on back to her big house, cause we ain’t seen her husband.” He moved another
checker across the board, scooping up two of West’s checkers in the process.
“All right, sir, now that you’ve said your piece. Is Russell in there,” Virginia said.
“What, who is Russ?” West said. Then his face lit with the recognition of his memory.
“Aw Pig-Meat… Don’t pay me any attention, Ms. Genie. I’m sitting right under this sign that
says RC, but all I know is Pig-Meat. Charge it to my head, not my heart.” West held a chubby
hand over the plump of his chest. His eyes trained on Herman. “Let me get another swig of that
whiskey,” West said.

51

Herman pulled the bottle of Evans Williams whiskey from his pocket and handed it West,
who twisted the top of the bottle and took a quick swallow. He wiped his mouth with the bag in
his hand. Then he looked around Virginia and considered Rachel.
“I remember you too, baby girl. You were itty bitty thing, last time I saw you. You all
grown up now. Boy if I was about thirty or forty years younger, and my check was bigger, I’d
have to ask for you. Yeah you are luck baby girl, because I live on a fixed income and I need my
little money.” West looked up at Virginia, and a brief trace of embarrassment flashed across his
eye. “Don’t pay me any attention Ms. Genie. I don’t mean any harm. You know I’m crazy. But
at least I ain’t rude like some of these of crazy Marilyn Farmers, around here.” West looked
across the checker board at Herman, and West sneered with a playful look creasing the folds in
his face and rounding out his cheeks. “Anyway, First lady, Pig-Meat’s off in there. In fact he just
got here a few minutes ago, so you just in time, and please Ms. Genie, don’t be a stranger. We
miss you around here. Teddy don’t even come around like he used to. He would ride through
every other day, and at least wave, even if didn’t get out the car. It’s about two or three weeks
since I seen him.”
“Well all right, you gentlemen have a nice evening,” Virginia said.
Rachel waved at the men as she followed her mother to the leather covered door. Virginia
put her hand against the door and the click of checkers moving behind her. West hollered.
“King me, sap tapper, it’s about time, boy. I’m tired of you kicking my ass, hell I want
some revenge,” West said.
The sound of West’s hollering voice was the last thing Virginia heard before she walked
in the club.
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Inside the club was no bigger than a convenience store, and much darker than the
sidewalk lit by the streetlamp outside. To the women’s right a cigarette machine glowed with
neon light in the dark of the café. The club was packed with a nice amount of people, at least
fifty and Virginia wondered how they all managed to move around in such a small space, but the
people looked like they were having a good time. The milled around and walked back and forth,
there was a small section to the women’s left where five tables were set up, each with four chairs
sitting around it. All of the tables were full, as were the five barstools at the bar just beyond the
tables. In the middle of the club was a small dance floor that looked no bigger than the floor of
her living room, and the people dancing there were packed in like sardines, ass to elbows.
On the other side of the club, a stage stood, with speakers lined across the front of it;
Teddy had played with the band there on some nights but not in five years. Now there were
turntables, a mixer, an Apple laptop computer, a microphone and a DJ on the stage, and the DJ
played music and stared at a computer screen, facing him, the light from the screen shining
against his face. The DJ asked the people to hold up their hands if they were from Mississippi, or
if their kinfolks were from Mississippi. He told the people he was from Coldwater, Mississippi
and proud of it. Then he played a song called Mississippi Boy. Those dancing on the scratchy,
dull, wooden floor formed a series of lines and danced to the song. Everyone in the club dancing
the same dance, the same moves, the same timing, all in unison, some snapped their fingers, a
woman screamed—the screaming voice so familiar to Virginia—but she couldn’t place it, some
of the people clapped their hands. The screaming woman swung her head and whipped a long,
low hanging ponytail around in a series of circles. The screaming woman wore a white t-shirt,
with red sleeves, and the neck of the t-shirt had been cut open to reveal the woman’s cleavage.
The woman looked young and old at the same time. Young in an obvious sense, tight dark skin,
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firm perky breasts and legs, the small pouch of someone who only ate junk food; old in the
obvious sense of someone who had grown-up too fast and experienced hardships that a young
person should not have been forced to deal with, the look of intent on her face as she humped her
back and snapped her fingers, the reserve of her movements, the primordial energy of her
wailing, the sneer on her face as she kicked out her feet.
The natives are restless tonight. Virginia thought. She felt a shudder pass through her
chest. This is what the blues had been become. The suffering had become an afterthought, but it
was still there. Young folk doing their thing but the sex was still there, like it always had been,
like it always would be. The screaming woman howled and Virginia looked at Rachel who was
smiling. Rachel had pulled her phone out of her pocket and started snapping pictures of the
crowd. An old man slinked up behind the girl and grabbed her hip, and she leaned her head back
and shook her ponytail in his face, and the two danced close, keeping the uniform rhythm of the
rest of the dancers. The old man wore a tall straw hat with a wide, round brim and sunglasses,
black sunglasses, thick like the ones worn by people with cataracts. Humph, dancing like an old
café girl, Virginia thought. She pictured, in her mind’s eye, the woman dancing against Teddy,
his hand around her stretch marked waist, cigarette hanging from his lips. Virginia shook the
thought from her mind right before a tall man sprung up from behind the bar, with two bottles of
brown whiskey in his hands. His face was round and his eyes and smile were the brightest things
in the dark of the club.
“Knock, Knock,” Virginia said, when the man approached. Even though her voice was
light and playful, inside she felt full of dismay. She didn’t see Teddy here, and if Russell, the
man in front of her was here without Teddy, there’s no telling where her husband was. The man
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stretched out his arms and stepped closer to her, and Virginia hoped she would be able to get out
of this club without Russell talking her into her grave.
“First Lady, what can I do you for you, baby? I’ll be damned, this must be a special
occasion, if Ms. Genie then came down to the cafe.” The man wrapped his arm around Virginia
and hugged her. His arms felt heavy and moist with sweat. Which was surprising because it was
not particularly hot in the club. The air was working which was also a surprise. She raised a hand
and patted one of his beefy triceps. She pulled back against his grip and he stepped away from
her. He held her hand up in the air. “You’re looking good too, Ms. Genie. I swear, if Teddy
hadn’t seen you first.” Pig-Meat yelled over the music in a way that suggested he yelled that way
all of the time. Then his eyes honed in on Rachel. “You brought baby girl with you and
everything, and baby girl you look just as lovely as your momma.” He leaned in and covered the
side of his mouth with one hand. His nails were a quarter inch long, manicured and polished. His
hand looked soft for a man his size, especially a guitar man. “Don’t tell your Daddy I said that,
else we’ll be up in here fighting, and I can’t afford to have any drama going on up in here. Shoot,
folks already trying to shut me down. Hold on, let me get y’all a table. Where in the hell is
Teddy? He must be outside talking to West and them? I need to talk to him anyway. We waited
at the King’s Palace all night seemed like. Hell, I needed that little change. I started to play the
gig myself, but I didn’t want to step on any toes, you know what I’m saying?”
“Russell, I’m actually looking for Teddy,” Virginia said. “When I got home from the
casino, I found his truck in the driveway, and his horn was sitting by the door in the den, but he
hasn’t been home.” Teddy had also called her while she was at the casino, but the reception was
bad, and she could not hear what he was saying, too much static, and when she hung up and
called back, all she heard was static.
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“Aw hell, Ms. Genie, what have y’all been into it about this time,” Pig-Meat said. He
looked at Rachel and held up those soft hands. “Excuse me, baby girl, but you a grown woman,
you probably know better than me.”
The dancing woman let out a scream so loud, everyone in the club turned toward her.
Rachel jumped like the scream had startled her. The woman’s voice still sounded familiar to
Virginia, but she could not place it. The woman on the dance floor, within ten feet of the mother
and daughter and Pig-Meat. The woman was bent backward, holding herself up with one hand.
Her pelvis humping, up and down, the other woman’s other hand was in the air waving from side
to side, fingers snapping. Now a young man, with muscles rippling beneath the cut sleeves of his
t-shirt, danced with the woman, bent over her, grinding between the woman’s legs that were
wrapped around his waist. He balanced himself with one hand and gripped the woman’s butt
with the other.
Virginia rolled her eyes to the ceiling. She had the mind to cover Rachel’s eyes but
thought better. Besides, her daughter had already seen the foolishness, the damage already done.
She turned back to Pig-Meat, who stared with a nervous smile and eyes as wide as headlights.
When he noticed Virginia looking at him, the smile disappeared and he scratched the back of his
head.
Lord, please get me out of this hoe house, Virginia thought.
“I haven’t seen Teddy since Tuesday night at rehearsal,” Pig Meat said, but his eyes
looked nervous. It looked like he was lying.
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“I know, and Teddy didn’t come home until the next morning,” Virginia said. “So if you
were wondering what we were arguing about. You and Teddy are too old for the foolishness
y’all keep going. So let me just ask you like this, who is she?”
“What, what do you mean, who is who?”
“You know what I mean. You’re a smart man. You just look like that.”
“Uncle Pig-Meat, you haven’t talked to my daddy all day? I mean, not even to get ready
for the gig?” Rachel said.
The woman screamed again. This time they did not look, but Virginia could see parts of
the woman from the corner of her eye. The woman bent forward now, still supporting herself
with one hand the other still waving, her butt bouncing in the air now. The same muscular man,
behind her now, hunching, one hand gripping the woman’s waist, the other drawing a circle in
the air, like twirling a lasso.
Pig-Meat turned to Rachel with a quick swing, like he was relieved to answer her because
he did not want to address Virginia.
“No, Russell, who is she and where is she,” Virginia said. “You might as well tell me
now. You know me, and you know I’m going to find out.”
Russell looked around the club, then he looked at the woman dancing, grinding on the
floor. He took Virginia by the arm and made a gesture towards the door.
“Come on, Ms. Genie, let’s go outside where I can hear you better,” he said. Then he
looked at Rachel. “Baby girl, would you mind waiting here at the bar, while me and your
momma go outside for a minute.”
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A look of frustration swept a scowl across Rachel’s face. She backed up, and sat at the
last stool, at the end of the bar. She set her purse in her lap and wrapped her arms around it. She
sat up on the stool and looked around the club innocuously, and Virginia could tell that her
daughter was holding something back, something primal and necessary to her daughter’s being.
Virginia also knew that if she had come here on another night she could have found her own
daughter here, dancing, down on the floor, just like this old café girl.
Outside the night air had started to cool, and when the wind blew, Virginia shivered. Still
clear out, the stars flickered like embers, dying and birthing, without reprieve. Her reflection and
Russell’s stretched along the side of her car. West and Herman had finished their half-pint and
laid it next to blue milk crate supporting their checkerboard. Marcus would have avoided a place
this, the music and the people would distract him too much. She wanted to smile; instead she
brushed her hair behind her ear and sighed. Russell had walked out the club, with his back to the
street. Now he stood over her. He tried to meet her gaze, held it for seconds then stared at the
ground and scratched his head.
“Genie, what’s wrong with y’all,” Russell said. He shook his head, but did not raise it.
“You and Teddy are too old for all this mess.” He pointed at the empty bottle. “West, what the
hell? Throw that bottle away somewhere. Your whole life you do the same thing every day.” He
grabbed Virginia’s elbow, and she pulled away.
“I thought you wanted to tell me something,” she said. “What in the hell are you doing.
You don’t put your hand on me like that.”
“Teddy came to me Thursday after practice. He said wanted to leave you. No, he said he
was going to leave you.”
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Virginia nodded her head, the streetlamp glowed yellow, she never had to look for
Marcus; he was always there, and she resented him for that. No matter how far she went he still
held her.
“Why are you telling me this?” she said. “What is your agenda?”
“Virginia, I went off on him. Y’all have been married over thirty years. How old is
Rachel?”
“Where did he go, Russell?” Virginia said.
“I don’t know. I sent him home.” He put his hands in his pockets and turned to the side,
kicking a leg out.
“Where is she? Is she in there?” Virginia pointed back at the club with her thumb.
“No, she’s not in there. We talked for a long time, Ms. Genie. He didn’t want to go home.
Y’all got a daughter. I told Teddy the same thing. All this time, y’all should be able to work this
stuff out.”
“Is it that girl in there, doing all that nasty café dancing?”
“Haven’t, you tried to call him?” Pig-Meat said.
“I’ve been calling him since I got home from the casino. I keep getting his voice mail.”
She let her knuckles rest against her hip. “And some woman called, asked me where my husband
was. That girl in there sounds like her. Has Teddy moved in with the woman? I bet they’re both
laid up in your house.”
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The door swung open and Rachel walked out, with Johnny Taylor’s voice crooning Hole
in the Wall, a woman dressed in white, spinning behind her. Rachel frowned and the look
scrunched her nose, and because her nose was wide, she looked cute when she frowned. Rachel
walked outside quickly, and in a few, quick steps, stood beside Virginia. Rachel wrapped her
arm around her mother’s, like she was about to escort Virginia away, back to the car.
“I hope y’all are through talking because I’m ready to go.” Rachel looked back at the
club then at Pig-Meat, with a scowl on her face. “Uncle Pig-Meat, do you know where my daddy
is or not?”
Virginia looked at Pig-Meat in a way that said, answer the question, please.
“Why are you in such a rush, baby-girl? You sure y’all don’t want any beer, or wings or
nothing. We got garlic, parmesan wings that are off the chain.” His eyes widened when he said
this, and emphasized his words by gesturing with his hands.
“Uncle Pig-Meat, as soon you left, men just started swooping down at me, out of the
dark, three of them back to back. The first one was that old man with the straw hat.” Rachel
pulled Virginia’s arm. “The one that was in there dancing in front of us, with that lady, do you
know him, Momma?”
Virginia pulled at her arm, but Rachel held onto it. “No I don’t. What made you think
that?”
“He said he knew you and Daddy, said I looked just like him. Then he offered to buy me
a drink.” Rachel rolled her eyes and frowned in that way, and her nose puffed and scrunched. “I
told him to get lost. He was breathing over me, and all that greasy hair was in my face. Then he
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had the nerve to have one gold tooth in the front of his mouth. I told him. I said, ‘How are you
going to try and talk to somebody, you can’t even find all of your teeth.’ Then he gone slid back
down the bar.” Rachel dropped her mother’s arm and made a sliding motion.
Pig-Meat laughed out loud, and put one hand on his stomach. “Yeah, this your daughter,
Ms. Genie, that’s for sure, lord have mercy,” he said.
“Rachel, quit clowning and let Russell answer your question. Russell, you heard the
young lady. Teddy’s daughter is asking you. She wants to know where her father is.” The hand,
laid against Virginia’s hip, tightened into a fist.
Russell’s gaze went from Virginia to Rachel and back to Virginia. He rubbed the
budding, white stubble, coating his chin and looked down, toward the women’s feet. “Baby girl,
I don’t know where your daddy is. I’m sorry.” He raised his head and looked at both of them
intently. “Wherever he is, he’s probably sleep by now. You know that, Ms. Genie.”
She did. At this late of an hour, if Teddy would have been at home, he would have been
sprawled across his side of the bed, mouth open, snoring loud, like his nose was a trumpet, and
he was playing it in his sleep. It had taken her years to get used to his snoring, and it had seemed
like as soon as she had gotten used to it, Rachel had inherited his sonorous sleeping habits—they
must have come as a conciliation prize with the nose.
Virginia said nothing, and when she nodded, she stared past Pig-Meat, past the burgundy
sedan behind him, off into the night, dark with cheating husbands falling asleep besides their
mistresses.
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“I’ll check around for him in the morning, Ms. Genie, but don’t worry. You know your
husband. He’ll stumble in the door with the sun coming up, behind him.” Pig-Meat laughed.
Virginia did not find this amusing, and she assumed Rachel didn’t either. Both of the
women stood there, silent, and the silence imposed itself on Pig-Meat, despite the small physical
stature of the two women.
“Well, when he comes home you have him call me, Ms. Genie. Yeah, looks like I have to
have another talk with your husband. You call me too. He’s probably going to be tore up when
comes home.” He did not smile when he said this, and there was no inflection in the tone of his
voice.
The mother and daughter got in the car, and as they pulled away from the curb Pig-Meat
bent over and waved, his other hand pulling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. They drove a
few feet, u-turned and rolled back by the club one more time. West waved this time, and PigMeat lit a cigarette, the flame glowed inside his cupped hands and against his face. The door had
cracked, and the woman, who had been dancing peeked outside. Herman hobbled up the street on
a walking stick, his house probably no more than a few houses down or a couple of streets over.
The city whizzed around the mother and daughter as they sped down Mallory, then Third
Street, and back to the expressway. Inside the car the two were silent. Rachel leaned against the
door and laid her head against the passenger side window. Since she was a little girl, Rachel had
ridden like this, whenever she was sad. Like when Virginia would pick her up from preschool.
She would plop into the passenger seat of the car and complain about her day, like she had just
finished a twelve hour shift in some dirty processing plant.
“What’s wrong with you?” Virginia said.
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“That woman that was doing all that nasty dancing,” Rachel said. “She kept staring at me,
especially after y’all left and all those men started hovering around me, like buzzards.”
“I think Teddy is having an affair with that woman,” Virginia said.
“What? How did you figure that out?” Rachel said. “Did she look at you crazy, like she
was staring at me? Did she say something to you?”
“It’s her voice. I think it’s the same woman who called me earlier.” Virginia stared
forward, into the depraved city, just beyond the headlights of the Mercedes. A car whipped
around them and sped down the expressway, the red glow of the taillights disappearing quickly
over the highway’s dark hills. “But it’s more than that Rach. It feels like I’ve heard that voice
several times, maybe at one of Teddy’s gigs, hollering from the back of the club, or something
like that. Hell, I don’t know I’m tired, ripping and running all night.”
“Then there’s your party tomorrow,” Rachel said.
The party, Virginia’s mind raced and she cursed Teddy in her thoughts. She had planned
a party for the next day, which was Sunday, in the afternoon, a party to help garner support for
her best friend’s nephew, mounting a campaign run for the senate seat in district nine. The party
however would serve Virginia’s own purposes as well. She would spend the evening speaking
with key people, to drum up support for the blues dinner club, she was attempting to start on
Beale Street. The senate candidate would also be a great asset to her efforts. He would be
someone who could help her bypass much of the red tape she had been confronted with by the
Beale Street Merchants Association. In her mind, Virginia cursed Teddy again, because he knew
how important the dinner was to Virginia’s plans, and he knew that his presence was crucial. He
was her resident bluesman, and she needed him on site for entertainment, and his role as the face
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for her nightclub and restaurant. Then she wondered if this was Teddy’s way of getting back at
her, for the things she had said to him earlier that day.
“You said that like I’ve forgotten. Well I haven’t. In fact, I need you to come over a little
earlier, so you can help me out, if I need you, just in case.”
“You don’t think Daddy’s coming home in the morning?” Rachel asked. Her voice
trembled with the words. “Momma what happened between the two of you? I know you’re not
telling me everything.”
“Did I say he wasn’t coming home?” Virginia said. “Either way, I need your help, Rach,
so just come on over around 1:00 o’clock, and bring your clothes with you. That way you won’t
have to go home and change.”
Rachel huffed, slid down, and made a scrunching sound against the leather of the seat.
Virginia patted her daughter’s knee then gave it a gentle shake. She did this quickly; however,
because she did not like driving with one hand, and the car jerked a bit from the awkward speed
of the motion. Rachel looked at Virginia, and from the corner of her eye she saw the scowl and
the brief moment of fear that flashed across her daughter’s face.
“Rach, I want to thank you, for going out with me tonight,” Virginia said. “I mean it. I
know it was short notice, but I needed you this time, and I’m going to need you tomorrow.
There’s still a lot of work that needs to be done for the party.”
“You’re still going to have the party?” Rachel said. Her voice fell hard and cracked like
hardpan.
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“I have to,” Virginia said. “So much depends on that party. I can’t take any chances. The
party has to go well. I have too many people depending on me.” Virginia veered to the right and
exited the expressway.
“What if Daddy doesn’t come home. Don’t you need Teddy Rogers, to talk about
Teddy’s Place?”
“No, I need Teddy there to help me get ready. I told him to do something with that riding
lawnmower and all the tools he has laying in the backyard. We have caterers, and people coming
to help decorate. I’m going to need help with a lot of things. Whether Teddy is there or not,
tomorrow I need you there.”
“So you can impress all those stuck up folks, so they can help you start your club.”
“Aileen needs me. If we can get her nephew into that district nine super seat, it will be
good for everybody, especially us, and yes I will talk about the museum here and there, but
tomorrow night is future congressman Charles Malone’s night. He has a great time kicking off
his campaign, and whether he wins or loses. He owes me a favor, but tomorrow night has to go
perfectly. Now with Teddy pulling this disappearing act at the last minute, I need you more than
ever. Rachel, can I count on you tomorrow.” Virginia slowed to a stop in front of Rachel’s
house. She stopped the car and turned to her daughter.
“Yeah, momma, I will be there.” Rachel said. Her voice rose then fell as she moaned the
words and rubbed her hand across her forehead and eyes.
“I’m not going to have to call or come around here looking for you?” Virginia said.
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“No, ma’am,” Rachel said. She did not look at mother. Instead, she opened the car door,
and stepped one foot out of the car, onto the grass border of the sidewalk.
Virginia grabbed her daughter’s arm.
“Make sure you dress formal for the party, and not too tight. I need the people paying
attention to Charles, not your ass.”
Rachel leaned out the door and raised her bottom from the car seat. As she did the love
handles bulging above her waist stretched like the bellows of an accordion. After she closed the
car door, Virginia let down the window and leaned toward it, looking up at her daughter from the
dark and the soft glow of the car’s interior.
“Rach, you know you can eat half a cantaloupe for breakfast lunch and dinner and lose all
that weight.”
Rachel scowled at her mother for a minute, then blew a guffaw that looked like it had
deflated her. Then she leaned forward and waved at her mother, a slow gesture, like a queen in a
parade, waving as she passed her loyal subjects.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Momma,” Rachel said.
By the time Virginia pulled back into her own driveway, the clock, glowing in the
dashboard, read 3:32 am.
A part of her had hoped that she would find Teddy, in the house passed out on the sofa or
even in the bed, fully clothed, snoring, smelling like Jack Daniel’s, but another part dreaded the
possibility of her husband’s return, the questions she would ask, and the obscure mumblings he
would pass for answers. Who is she, Teddy? What, who is who? The young woman you want to
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leave me for? What, woman, I don’t know? Where have you been Teddy? Pig-Meat and West and
them… I just left from there Teddy. Teddy thought he was tired, thirty five years of turmoil;
maybe it would be best, if he stayed away, maybe he had finally gotten himself some sense and
started using his head for something other than a hat rack.
She pulled in beside Teddy’s blue Explorer, and half expected to see his form through the
soft, dark tinted windows, slumped against the glass. She had found him like that before, several
times. There would be mornings she had woke, gotten herself ready for work and Rachel ready
for school, walked out of the house and seen him sleeping in the old Buick, he had driven for
years before he got the Explorer.
Yet she was not surprised when she did not find him in the house. There were no signs
that he had been in the den, kitchen or living room and she did not bother to look upstairs. She
felt tired and raggedy, and her bones ached at the joints, and for the first time she could
remember; she felt like an old lady. She poured herself a glass of orange juice and sat at her
kitchen table and opened the black notebook lying there. The notes she had jotted for the party
the following afternoon, staring up at her. The lines scrawled with her favorite blue ink pen,
deriding her from the page, but she looked at them anyway. The caterers would arrive at one o’
clock in the afternoon. Her friend, Aileen, would call her at eleven to go over the last minute
particulars for the evening.
She looked at Teddy’s name and the list of things she had assigned him: clean the house
next door, park both cars on the street, put up the lawnmower, make sure the garage is clean, and
she bit her bottom lip. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. Teddy had always been helpful.
Since they first met he had been fixing things for her, a leaky faucet here, a broken book shelf
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there, and the next day she would need him more than ever. She knew the people were going to
ask about him, and they would whisper inferences and debate his whereabouts.
She heard a baby cry, and the sound startled her. She jumped and looked over her
shoulder, even though she knew there was no baby in the room, but she had heard it none the
less, and the sound was clear and harsh, and it felt like the crying baby could have been lying in
her lap, or nestled against her bosom, but she had heard the crying baby before. The first time
she heard it was after Marcus had brought her home from the hospital after she had miscarried.
She would hear the baby crying from time to time, but after Marcus was killed and she heard the
cries less, and after she moved back to Memphis and enrolled in graduate school, she hardly ever
heard them. Then after she and Teddy were married and she gave birth to Rachel Alecia Rogers,
the cries disappeared completely, replaced by real ones.
Virginia got up from the table, went through one of the drawers in the kitchen, next to the
sink, and grabbed Teddy’s spare keys. Maybe there was something in Teddy’s truck that would
give some clue as to his whereabouts. When she walked outside, she did not close the door
behind her. In the car she smelled cheap perfume, a faint scent, maybe a day or two old, a mess
of wilted flowers, sweet like the stench of freebase, clinging to a filthy shirt. She opened the
ashtray. Someone left half a cigarette stuck in the ashtray; the filter covered in lipstick. Looked
around, slammed her fists on the dash board. Then she looked inside the armrest, filled with
random bills, junk mail, a couple of traffic tickets. Virginia snatched these and glanced across
each just enough to get a general idea of the documents’ nature, flinging them behind her, a
geyser of white paper. She went through the glove compartment and did the same thing. Then
she started the car. The radio came on, and she heard the guitars walking, she felt like she was
freezing all over. She gripped the opening of the arm rest and the steering wheel and dropped her
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head. Leadbelly. She had always acted like she hated that song, from the first time he played it.
A day he had brought some his blues records over to impress her. It would have shamed her to
tell him that she was afraid of the song. That it reminded her of her first husband.
Black girl, black girl, don’t lie to me
Tell me, where did you sleep last night?
In the pines, in the pines, where the sun never shines
I’d shiver ‘whole night through
She patted at the radio, sliding her hand down it, until she turned it off, wiped at the tears,
wetting her cheeks until they felt sticky. She looked next to the ash tray and spied the cigarette
lighter. She pushed it in and held it, until she felt it heat beneath her finger. She grabbed the half
a cigarette, sneered at the red coated tip and stuck it in her own mouth. She pressed the burning
red metal of the lighter against the butt and puffed until the cigarette was lit. She hadn’t smoked
one in over twenty years, so long she thought she would gag, as her lungs warmed, but she held
her breath for a second and when she exhaled, she felt her head spin and wondered if it was the
café girl’s lipstick. She started to wipe her mouth, but decided to never smoke another cigarette
and took another drag. She butted the cigarette as she blew the white streams down into her lap.
She could still hear the song, just as well as if the radio were still playing. Even when her father
and her uncle had listened to it on Sunday nights, the song had spooked her, and her uncle told
her the words were about two ‘haints talking to each other and laughed as Virginia cried and ran
out the room. Her father and her uncle fought that day, bruised each other up, and got drunk
again a couple of hours later. Afterwards, Virginia would cry anytime she heard the song, her
father had to throw the record away, which upset him even more.
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Black girl, black girl where will you go
I’m gone where the cold winds blow
In the pines, in the pines, where the sun never shines
I’d shiver ‘whole night through.
She wondered why Teddy felt he had the right to leave. She wanted it too, but they were
a family, doing well. She had made too many sacrifices. Why had the men in her life asked her
for so much? She gave away too much in the beginning. Dating Marcus had required a certain
type of dress and associates, certain tastes in arts. As his wife, she entered the same machine of
politics and education as him, her volition swept away, just like her husband. Even when the
death threats began she stayed. When she met Teddy, he’d been running wild, playing gigs for
dinner and a pitcher of beer. After Virginia had Rachel, Teddy started staying out until the next
day. Not often, once every six or seven months, but over time his excursions and their lengths
increased. She stayed with Teddy; she kept to her side of the bed, but she never left it.
She wanted to leave. The party, all those people, the probing eyes, the performances they
would enact and how she needed all of it, because she loved the blues and Teddy was just
another lost soul, spinning in it, like she was. They knew the agreement without ever speaking it,
though Teddy had tried endlessly to describe it, especially at first, then later to Rachel. She let
the seat back and stretched out and wiped her forearm across her eyes. Her best friend had asked
her to throw the party for her son. Teddy knew the importance of the party and Virginia tried to
convince herself that he would not miss it, even if he wanted to leave. She lay there for a couple
of minutes, the blue roof of the car curved in places, with soft contours, and dim light dusting
across them, everything around her still, yet even that had a sound, so when she heard the dog
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crying in the distance it not surprise, neither did the cries of the infant she heard, coming from
someplace inaccessible yet boundless.

April 11, 1976—Memphis, TN
After five weeks of memorial services, Virginia shut herself away from everyone she
knew. Four weeks, everything unplugged, all the light bulbs unscrewed, she learned how to lie
on the bed, so when the light from the night sky cascaded through the parted curtains, it fell over
both eyes. She learned to survive on dirty sheets and crackers, tap water from the bathroom sink.
After a month she began cleaning and packing, only a few things would return to Memphis with
her. The rest she gave away and sold dirt cheap. There were no problems with money, and of
course that had aroused suspicion. She could tell from the way the police had questioned her, and
she wondered if they had tried to connect her to Marcus’s killers, the Symbionese Army, or
whatever they called themselves. A few months later, after they kidnapped the white girl, they
became infamous. Virginia got to Memphis, found a house for rent off South Parkway and by fall
semester, she had enrolled in a Master’s of Education program at Memphis State University, and
secured a job teaching fifth grade at Dunbar Elementary. On the night she graduated Summa
Cum Laude, a few of her classmates decided to venture down to Beale Street. This was always
an adventure, going down through the ragged, derelict buildings that towered through district,
creeping past the angry vagrant, the dirty woman offering to sing a song for spare change,
slipping into one of the dark, smoky nightclubs, listening to a blues band and watching
prostitutes pull old, scruffy drunks, by the hands, to the flophouse upstairs.
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Virginia had never been to Beale Street, when she was a teenager; her parents had
forbidden it, but she would have never gone there anyway. She had heard so many stories of
women getting snatched into alleys, hit in the head, and raped or kidnapped and drugged, left in
the flophouses. There were no rules in the Beale district; Boss Crump had turned his head, so did
the mayor and the rest of the local politicians, the police chief as well. On Beale, people did what
they wanted, who they wanted. People were free on Beale, black people, free from reprisal.
Virginia remembered the stories her aunts and uncles told the next morning, after leaving out the
house, the men dressed to the nines, the ladies fine as frog hair.
It can’t be this building, Virginia thought. Outside, the bricks looked as if they were
crumbling, faded posters hung, clinging to that last bit of tape or that last rusty nail, flapping
whenever a gust of wind blew in from the Mississippi River. Most of the windows were either
broken or covered with wooden boards. When they made it to this building, Virginia had asked
her classmates if they were sure this was the right place. This could not have been a nightclub. It
looked abandoned, but there was music, commingled with loud voices, coming from behind the
door. One of her classmates assured her it was the right place, then pushed what was supposed to
have been the door, but was really a giant paste board propped inside the threshold, leaning from
a set of hinges. As they pushed it open, the bottom of the door popped then scrubbed against the
floor.
Now, sitting in the club, The Hole they called it, Virginia could see why her parents had
warned her about Beale, but not for the reasons they cited. The prostitutes were still there, and
the musicians, few that were left, still played, but the Beale district her parents had warned her of
sounded far more fantastic. Her parents had described finished oak floors, shiny bars filled with
premium liquor, and ceiling fans hung low, card sharks—washed in from the riverboats, a
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bustling district that stretched from Riverside Drive all the way up to loading docks behind the
Commercial Appeal offices, but the small shotgun shack of a night club where she sat, sipping
beer from a jelly jar, was anything other than bustling. Still something was there, something that
allured Virginia, although she could not find the words to describe her feeling of new found
adventure.
She sat with her legs crossed, tapping her foot to the music, one arm across her lap, the
other nursing a mason jar of beer. She had loved the blues since she was five years old, patting
her daddy’s knee, whistling through the gap in her teeth, while he blew a Coke-a-Cola bottle like
a pan flute. There would be some old record playing, Son House or Leadbelly. She had also
imagined, as a young girl, strolling down Beale Street like royalty, like her aunts and uncles used
to on Friday nights, and now here she was, although her dream looked nothing like the dark
reality conjured around her. The corners of the room drenched so in shadows, the size of the
room could have stretched into an infinite void, for all Virginia knew. There could have been
another world, just beyond the encroaching blackness, held at bay by a single light bulb hanging
from the ceiling. Indeed, it felt that way. The people swaying and grinding around her must’ve
come from that other place. Virginia just couldn’t imagine these slinky figures out in the real
world, where sunlight shined, and people did real things like eating food, and catching packed
buses to deadend jobs. No, these people looked like they had danced their ways straight from the
abyss that surrounded the dimly lit dance floor, restless spirits invoked by the haunting music of
the band on stage, music that had followed Virginia since she was a little girl, singing with her
daddy and would follow her for the rest of her days.
The band, there were four of them: a drummer, a bass player, a guitarist, and a trumpet
player. The guitar player was huge, Virginia couldn’t even see the stool he was sitting on, behind
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him. The guitar in front of him looked like it was meant for a toddler, he dwarfed it. The
drummer was just the opposite, short and skinny. His face was long and his jaws looked sunken,
just like his eyes. A cigarette hung from his lips, and every so often the tip of it would light up,
and smoke would barrel from the corner of his mouth and out his nostrils and ripple around his
head. For some reason this made Virginia think of the Headless Horseman, and that thought
made her chuckle.
The bass player stood tall, and his muscular form stretched the suit coat that he wore and
made it look like it was too tight. His pants stopped just above his ankles. He wore white socks
that made the space between the hem of his slacks and his black shoes look like it was glowing.
He rocked side to side as he thumped his bass. He tapped his foot and bobbed his head to the
steady groove he plucked at on the bass guitar. The bass player wore a pair of dark, aviator
sunglasses, and Virginia wondered, how in the hell could this man see two inches in front of his
face, much less make his way through the inside of the dark club.
Then there was the trumpet player. His hair was greasy and slicked back across his head,
but the sides were cropped, which made the ridiculous hairstyle passable for Virginia, though
blowouts hadn’t been in style since the fifties. Still the man looked handsome. His eyes were
shaped like raindrops and they glowed, brilliant, even through the dark of the hole-in-the-wall
nightclub. His shoulders were wide, and he was dressed nice, in a dark suit, that could have been
a cheap off the rack set bought at A. Schwab’s or Woolworth’s, or a tailored suit from Lansky’s.
It was hard to tell in the dark, even though the former seemed far more probable, unless this
trumpet player was one of the downtown hustlers that frequented this area.

74

Beale Street, the bustling center of the city, had moved on years ago. It hadn’t been that
way since Virginia was a little girl. The trumpet man had been wailing away on his horn, but he
dropped the mouthpiece from his lips and stepped into the glow of the only bright light in the
room, the light that settled on the center of the stage. He rubbed his hand along the side of his
head, and Virginia wondered if he had gotten his hand greasy or if the horn would slip from his
fingers if he tried to hold it with this greasy hand. Then the trumpet player smiled and the room
seemed to glow bright as if the sun had suddenly appeared directly above their heads like high
noon or a disco ball spinning from the ceiling above them. Then something happened. Virginia
and the trumpet player’s gazes met. He nodded in her direction and something about the light in
his eyes and in his smile made her heart tighten.
She wondered if maybe there was someone behind her the trumpet player was nodding to
instead of her, but she didn’t want to turn around and see. She didn’t want to look foolish.
Instead she looked away from the stage down into the jelly jar, she nursed in her lap like a
newborn and took a small sip from the straw. She wished this place sold wine, and she felt selfconscious, drinking beer from a jelly jar was not very lady like, and it certainly wasn’t an image
Virginia felt comfortable displaying. But her classmates had talked her into it. When in Rome,
when on Beale, they said.
She wondered what Marcus would think if he could’ve seen her now. He was probably
turning over in his grave. His pretty, little scribe, drinking beer, he would have surely found this
disappointing. Virginia, however, upon another moment of reflection, knew she had been
mistaken. Marcus would have probably been right there by her side. Not because he liked the
blues, an art form he was never particularly fond of, a fact that had often amazed Virginia—
given Marcus’s background lumping bales of cotton on the Beale Street ports. No Marcus was
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more a fan of spiritual music, and the easy listening ballads like “Pledging My Love” by Johnny
Ace. Still he would’ve understood the importance of the Beale Street community, or that would
have been the lens through which he would have viewed this old decrepit area, that had only a
decade or two before been the heart of the Memphis experience. He would’ve asked how this
community could be returned to its era of prosperity and social importance. He would’ve have
asked how were the children in this area and the areas surrounding being educated and what sort
of education were they receiving?
These musings were only on the margins of Virginia’s thoughts. She had learned from
her husband’s death probably more than anything, to keep her professional life and her personal
life separate, to help build the community through education, but never let that work, no matter
noble, consume her entire life. Everyone needs to relax sometimes, and everyone needs a little
blues in their lives sometimes. It was the people, like this trumpet player, grabbing the
microphone in front of him, preparing himself to speak or maybe even sing along with the tune
of the band, that made the troubles and the joys of the world as real as the glass of beer in her
hands that was growing warm, because Virginia had taken so long to drink it.
The trumpet player, the pipe of his horn hooked around his wrist and resting over the flat
of his stomach, grabbed the microphone and leaned it back so the crown would be closer to his
mouth. He bent forward so his mouth was almost touching it, like he was about to blow into it,
like it was another brass instrument. His eyelids cut low but the brilliance underneath them still
beamed, like sunrays escaping from the bottom of a heavy curtain. His head glistened with sweat
and right before he spoke he raised a black handkerchief from inside his suit jacket and wiped his
forehead. The horn swung from his wrist only a little, still it caught the light cascading on the
stage in a way that made it look mythical, like Excalibur, or the scepter or Rameses the Great.
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“Hello everybody, welcome to Beale Street,” the trumpet player said. “My name is Teddy
Rogers. That’s Teddy Bear to the ladies out there.”
His gaze met Virginia’s again. This time she looked down and rubbed her thumb against
the warm sheen of wet that covered the jelly jar.
“We want to thank you for coming down here to Beale to hang out and have a good time
with us. You know they say Beale ain’t what it used to be, and it ain’t a whole lot of Beale Street
left, and what little bit is left they’re trying to tear that down, but you know what? There are still
a few of us that remember what Beale Street used to be like. I tell you, it was the place to be,
baby, a place where a black man and woman could walk down the street holding hands, with
their heads held high. And you know what else?”
“What else,” the crowd said.
“If they plan on bringing the bulldozers in and tearing down the rest of Beale, they might
as well plan on running me over too, ‘cause I’m going to be right here, playing my horn, cause
this place might look raggedy and run down to y’all, but this is my home, and I ain’t giving it up
for nobody. I’m like W.C. Handy, I’d rather be here than any place I know, and it’s gone a take
the army, navy, air force, and the marines if they want to make me go.”
Virginia recognized the play on the lyrics, as well as the tune Teddy Rogers picked up
afterward. They were one and the same, Beale Street Blues, by W.C. Handy. She had loved that
song since she was a little girl, and she had heard it covered by many artists from Lena Horne to
Nat King Cole, from Fats Waller to Alberta Hunter, but she had never heard it rendered like this
version from this young trumpet player. The notes sounded as if they were perspiring from his
trumpet, as if his entire life had been a labor of love meant to produce the very music she was
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hearing now. Like he was giving birth to something, like the notes would go out from his
trumpet, but they weren’t notes at all. They were parts of this man, and they would never be
completely separated from him, and they would always come back to him.
The light shining down on this man, his lips pursed against the mouthpiece of his
trumpet, the deep dimples that creased his face when he blew. The way his eyes tightened, like
he was smiling, a smile hidden behind the magnificent shine of the brass horn pressed against his
mouth. Virginia had not been enthralled by the image of a man since she had watched, from the
audience, her late husband address the Unified Oakland School Board, but there was something
here that she had never found, not even in Marcus’s larger-than-life demeanor. Here she felt
mystery, the darkness of her worst fears and her most coveted ambitions, the blacks pits of
suffering endured by her ancestors, arriving to Auction square and Exchange in shackles, the
ashy, blistered palms that picked cotton down in Clarksdale, Mississippi—the place where the
blues originated.
Here, in this room, this man, this darling handsome man, was taking her on a ride she had
never been, a tour of everything primordial and elemental in the world. As the man played, and
the band followed him, people got up and danced all around, but Virginia remained seated. She
felt the front of her blouse stick against her cleavage where she also felt beads of sweat begin to
run, though she hadn’t moved since she sat down. The man playing the trumpet, Teddy, had
caught her gaze again. This time she was not able to look away. She was trapped in his song, and
not until the end, when he finished, dropped his horn and wiped his forehead again, was she set
free. It felt like she had been unable to breathe the entire song and the breath she took now felt
fresh, like she had never breathed before. As the people clapped and settled down around her,
Teddy tipped his newsboy’s cap to the crowd, but he never took his eyes off of Virginia, even
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when he urged the patrons forward to drop whatever coins they could spare in the bucket, to
break bread with the musicians, as he put it.
After that Teddy left the spotlight of the center stage and returned to the shadows with the
other band members, and though his previous performance had been far more riveting, Virginia
could tell that he was more comfortable playing in the shadows. His notes seemed to float more
easily. They fluttered, climbed, and fell with more range than they had before, and they went out
like smoke signals through the dark of the room. Virginia followed them too, like butterflies, but
unlike before she could not find their host. It was if he had been enveloped by the dark of the
stage as well as the dark of the music, the dark of the bass, walking, footsteps trodden all the way
from the Delta, every lick left a footprint stamped across her heart, every lick another step,
walking up and down her spine like a stairwell. The guitar soloed next, and Virginia felt as if she
were being pulled out of her chair by gale wind sweeping across the Mississippi. That trumpet
player, Teddy, joined in again, playing his horn like the entire building was about to be ripped
from its foundation. By the time the band was finished, Virginia was exhausted, even though she
had not moved from her or seat or even drunk half of the beer.
Virginia felt so relieved when Teddy stepped forward and announced the band would be
taking a brief intermission, a small pause for the cause, he had said. He returned to the shadows
of the stage, then down a short set of steps on the side. The band members followed. In the dark,
the instruments looked like old machines of war: the drums a rolling tank, the guitars machine
guns—locked and loaded, and that horn, Teddy’s horn, trumpeting the final battle, a war that
would end all wars. Teddy, followed by the band members, sat for a moment, at a table off to the
side of the stage. There were four women already sitting at the table, and when the musicians
walked over all of the women rose to let the men sit. Then they sat in the men’s laps. The
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bartender came from behind the bar with large plates carrying pitchers of beer and what looked
to be a plate of fried chicken.
One of Virginia’s classmates nudged her arm. Before she could turn around, the
classmate was whispering in her ear.
“Virginia, do you see that man staring at you?”
“Um, no, what man? What are you talking about?” Virginia said, but she lied. She had
felt the man’s gaze, from the moment he stepped into the spotlight with that horn. In fact the
entire time, it not only felt like he was talking to her and only her, it felt as if he was speaking her
thoughts and her heart’s innermost desires. She dropped her gaze to the quarter filled glass in her
hand that had grown so warm in her grasp, it felt like holding a cup of coffee. She wanted to
look, look up at this handsome man who played the blues with the same love she felt in her heart,
who talked about fighting for the blues. The same way she had tried to talk to Marcus about it.
Marcus had always been more of a jazz fan, the west Philadelphian in his blood. Marcus had
recognized the cultural significance of this southern, musical heritage, but he could never really
feel it, the pain and suffering in the wailing voices of Memphis Minnie, of Son House, the
walking bass strolling dirt roads haunted by the spirits of the slaves and lined on each side with
cotton fields. She sighed and rubbed the warm set of her glass with her index finger. She saw
Marcus’s face cupped inside of her hands. Marcus, smiling, exhausted that last moment they
shared. If only he had left her a child in that final act of love making. She sighed and noticed a
dark figure standing in front of her, a dark figure, darker than the rest of the shadows floating
past. She raised her head and there he was. The trumpet player, Teddy, he had called himself.
Virginia felt her stomach tighten, and a small fire seemed to kindle somewhere deep inside her.
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He smiled and tilted his head toward her. Now everything seemed so far away: the chatter of the
nightclub, the bodies walking back and forth, the smell of hot grease, burgers, and chicken, the
dark of the nightclub. All these things felt as if they were a million miles beneath Virginia and
this handsome man.
“I’ve watched you nurse that beer all night, lady. I would buy you another, but what for?
You wouldn’t drink that one either. You must be a fine wine type of gal?”
“First of all I’m not a gal. I’m a woman, and I’m enjoying myself and my beer just fine,
thank you.” She shifted in her chair a little, and felt every eye in the café cut toward her. She
knew her classmates were. The thought of them bugging her on the way back to their campus
apartments made her want to cringe, and she would have, had not this man been watching her so
closely. His eyes went from the tips of her burgundy toenails, past her ankles, slowed across her
calf and thighs, bulged at the sight of her waist, and cut low when they met her own gaze. Her
friend laughed really hard behind her, and bumped against her. This man, he just knows he’s
something, she thought, but the man looked handsome to her, and she thought about the words he
used to describe Beale Street and the way he played that horn.
“No, baby, you’re all woman. I just, I’ve never seen you around. I would recognize.”
“Please man, you don’t even know my name,” Virginia said. She leaned back and looked
him over, rolled her eyes. She liked his shoes, Stacy Adam’s, black and white patent leather,
shined to a wet looking finish. Every so often he tapped his foot against the floor, like following
a rhythm only he could hear.
“I don’t, but I know you, lady,” he said. “Didn’t you go to Booker T. Washington?”
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“Know me, you couldn’t possibly know me. We’ve never met,” Virginia said. She
laughed a muffled, huh.
“No I do, that’s why I’ve been staring. You graduated in ‘67 right?”
“Why do you want to know when I graduated high school?” She pulled her purse closer
to her body.
“No, lady, it’s not like that. You used to be real pretty in school, but you used to run with
all the squares.”
“I’m trying to remember you, but I can’t place your face.”

***
The weekend after they met, Teddy called Virginia and asked her to come hear his band
play again. She acted coy for a moment but made him promise his intentions were good.
“Everything’s above board, baby,” Teddy said. “What are you trying to say? You don’t
run with the riff-raff?”
“I gave you my number, didn’t I?” Virginia said.
“Yeah, you got the blues. If you didn’t I don’t know if we’d have anything in common.”
“What, you think I’m one of those café girls, waiting to make it with a wild blues man.”
She laughed. “Give me whatever you had to drink and make mine a double please.”
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“I saw it talking to you the other night, the way it talks to me. I saw the music touching
you, and I could tell you’ve been through a lot. Yeah, you’ve probably got the blues even more
than me.”
The sound of his voice felt warm, like they were right beside each other.
“I know a little about the blues.” Virginia hesitated before she spoke, but then wondered
if that pause had implied too much. The night she met Teddy, she had been so happy, the pain
from Marcus’s murder had almost subsided, even after the conviction of his murderers and the
kidnapping of Patty Hearst. Marcus would have been so proud, even though her Masters of
Education would have only made her an improved cog in the machine called Marcus Fischer.
Virginia laughed at the thought.
“What’s so funny,” Teddy said. His voice accented the word funny and betrayed his
exasperation.
“I can’t believe you read me like that. I’m impressed,” Virginia said
“I don’t know about all of that. It’s just, I got the blues too. That’s all I know. I saw it the
other night. You’re just like me. You don’t hear the music, you feel it.”
Virginia felt imitated by this man’s comfortable tone, and the way he inferred things
about her with such confidence, and how close he kept coming to the truth, the memories that
chased Virginia her entire life. The young girl, so skinny even her younger sisters would bully
her, with no fear of reprisal. The youngest winner of the Cotton Maker’s Jubilee essay writing
contest, the first prize winner who read her essay in Beale Street Park, right before the parade,
and stood behind the Junior Queen during the procession, holding the Queen’s flowers as the
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beautiful, young girl, frowned when Virginia straightened her tiara. Disgust froze at the corners
of the older girl’s mouth and eyes as a young newsboy snapped a photo of them.
Virginia had spent her whole life fleeing such memories. Now memories of Marcus
chased Virginia as well, and the baby she miscarried, crying for her in her dreams and when she
was alone, when no one could hear but her. Three years and a graduate degree and the memories
had begun to subside, to haunt her less and less every day. But she knew if she let his inquiries
continue, he would keep reaching, further and further down, into her heart, into the person she
really was, and that would give him a position of power over her, and she refused to let him do
that. As a child, people had controlled her by physical means and by the confines of the social
hierarchy of the south. White folks ruled, then yellow niggers, then brown, then black—then
black women. Marcus’s control was more subtle, he provided a lifestyle of upward mobility,
excitement, and incorporated the only thing she loved more than the blues, which was writing,
into his education and political machines and his organizational process.
“Are you all playing at that club again,” Virginia said.
“Oh no, no we’re going to be outside, in Handy Park. It’s like a celebration for Beale
Street,” Teddy said.
“Is that all you do is play your horn. What else do you do?” Virginia said. She had
noticed, Teddy’s conversation had not gone outside of music, besides a few flirtatious remarks,
and some compliments, which she did not mind at all, but if she was going to meet him
somewhere, even in broad daylight, she needed to know a few more things about him.
“Well, I’m a musician, baby,” Teddy said. His voice tried to go smooth, yet a deep and
subtle hollow quivered beneath it. “That’s what I do. That’s how I make my living.”
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“Hmm, what are your parents’ names?” she said.
“Irma and Paul Rogers, my people live over there on West Davant Avenue, over there off
Florida,” he said. “Where do your folks live exactly?” He emphasized the word exactly.
“I’m not asking you to meet me anywhere.” Virginia raised her eyebrows and smiled at
the uncomfortable silence she felt.
“Hey, I’m just trying to get to know you. You don’t have to do anything.”
“I’m just fooling around,” she said and felt some of the pomp leave her own voice. “Give
it some time, if you want to get to know me you can. So when you’re not playing music, what do
you do?”
“Let’s see,Virginia. Well, when I’m not gigging, I’m practicing. There’s so many good
musicians around, I got to stay on my game, so I can keep working. Why do you think I’m down
there playing all the time, trying get people riled up about what’s going on. If they tear down
Beale, I’ll be out of work.”
“Okay, I’m a teacher. I’ve been back in Memphis for about two years, and before that, I
don’t feel comfortable talking about myself, not yet.” Virginia could not stop the flutter in her
voice, and she laid her hand against her chest.
“You want to know more about me? Come down to the festival.”
“It’s a festival? That sounds nice,” Virginia said. “How are you all going to have a
festival down there?” The demolished buildings and the buildings with boarded windows, the
dirt and grass expanding from the cracks and the lines in the sidewalks, were bad enough at
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night, when the pawn shops were closed. Virginia hadn’t seen Beale since before California, and
she hadn’t frequented Beale since before the King assassination. She didn’t know what to expect.
“Handy Park, it’s cleared out. It’s clean. We are going to have to have some barbecue,
good music. I guarantee, you’re going to have a good time, and we can talk. I’m sure there’s
more you want to know.”
“I don’t know, I couldn’t stay that long anyway,” she said.
“You don’t have to stay that long. I’m just playing a couple of sets. I don’t plan on being
there long myself.”
“Sure, I need to hear some good music,” Virginia said.
“You ain’t by yourself, so you know you’ve come to the right place.”
“Okay, well if I decide to go. I’ll see you there, tomorrow,” she said. She could not
believe how bad she wanted to hear him play. In fact if she could have taken the music right out
of his horn, she would have kept that and never called him again.
“Hey Virginia, you don’t have to worry or anything, If I see you there I’ll be so grateful
that you showed up, but if you don’t, there will be other times.” Now as he spoke, the words
darkened. He lowered his voice and spoke clearly and intently.
Virginia imagined him lying in his bed. One arm behind his head, the other over his
stomach, white tank top, a gold chain, thin as kite string around his neck, a small T drawn in
cursive, at the end of the chain, right beneath the meeting of his collar bones. Holding the
telephone receiver between his cheek and his shoulder, the base sitting on his stomach, just
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above his hand, she saw Teddy, his hair low and swept back, faded just above his ears, his
mustached trimmed and the rest of his face clean.
“Good day to you, Mr. Rogers,” She said.
As soon as Virginia hung up the phone, she called her friend, Aileen and convinced the
woman to forego grading her students’ science tests and accompany her downtown. The next day
the ladies got together. Virginia picked Aileen up and the ladies stopped by Montgomery Ward,
on Main Street and picked up a few things they had not had when packing, a can of Off, some
paper plates, cutlery, and napkins. Virginia hadn’t seen Beale Street that crowded since she was a
young girl. There were cars lined up, creeping slowly down the two lanes that pointed in one
direction. She the cars honk, and a few people hollered, then she heard horns sounding off in
unison. Even before she got to the park, she saw that it was crowded, groups of people were
standing out talking, walking past, grooving around and dancing. Cars were parked all the way
around the park, and all of the spaces on the opposite sides of the streets surrounding the park
were filled as well. The people were everywhere, all over the grass, shuffling between cars, and
the music. She heard a loud, wailing guitar stab through the humid summer air coated by the dust
of the surrounding wrecked buildings like cake batter or milkshakes. The blues harp testified and
declared the truth of the guitar, and cleared its throat, driving the rhythm walking beneath it.
Beale looked different in the daytime. More like a ghost town. The dilapidation and the
utter ruin of the place was more visible when the sun was out. Since Virginia had been back from
California, this was her first daylight visit to Beale Street. The first time she had ever been on
Beale, she was still a girl, and now, when she looked around at the deteriorating world, she
thought about the remains of her husband, back in Oakland and how much they had objected,
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and they had said she was hoarding all of Marcus’s money and not paying any of his expenses.
How Marcus’s family, most of whom never dealt with her anyway, turned their backs to her in
disgust.
The paint chipped signs painted on the buildings, broken store fronts, boarded doors and
windows, both nailed shut, affirming the broken glass behind them. People sleeping on the
ground in the open street, not bothering whether someone tripped or even drove over them. The
lack of police presence did not concern Virginia. The police had their way with Beale, back
when they swooped over the streets dressed in riot gear. Four green and four camouflage tanks,
army issue had been issued by the government and those drove down the middle of Beale behind
the policeman and a few military personnel as a show of force. Virginia approached the corner
of Beale and Hernando and paused, looking around, taking it all in, both hands on the steering
wheel, the buildings falling apart, the unkempt streets, patches of grass, jutting up through the
broken chunks of sidewalk, slabs of cement that had been broken off at the top, the ruins of some
dance hall or hotel, maybe a beauty shop or a dentist’s office.
Banners, half attached to the buildings, the other halves lying listlessly on the ground,
beside broken bottles and shards of glass, strewn about the street.
Virginia could tell that a great amount of effort had gone into keeping the street clean,
despite the fact it was crumbling, wasting away, breaking down. Around Handy Park was clean,
there was not trash or broken glass. Everywhere Virginia looked, it seemed like groups of people
gathered together around barrel smokers. The smoke carried the smell of pork and picked up the
scents from the river and the dust from the demolished buildings, as it moved along, so to
Virginia, there was a new smell, more like something primal, as if these people had been some of

88

the first generations to put food to flame. Parked cars filled both sides of the street around Handy
Park, as well as the next street over, which was Second, and Virginia did not find room to park
until she crossed Main.
“Do you think this too far?” Virginia asked, as she put the car in reverse and backed into
an empty space that was two cars down from the intersection.
“It is kind of far. I mean, I wore low shoes but still,” Aileen said. She wore black
sunglasses with wide, rectangular lenses, and a thin frame of black metal.
After Virginia parallel parked the car, she looked out the back window, then across the
street, surveying the area. This would be all right. She would be leaving well before dark, and
Teddy was going to walk them to the car anyway.
“Oh, it’s not too far, girl. I could use some exercise anyway,” Virginia said.
Aileen looked at Virginia and shook her head, then the two turned to the back seat.
Aileen grabbed a patchwork blanket, dominated by squares the color of lime flesh and striped
with thin, blue and red lines, Virginia took the wicker picnic basket. The ladies stood in front of
Virginia’s Thunderbird, which she bought after returning to Memphis and selling the Mustang,
looking for a break in the traffic so they could cross.
“Here Aileen, you take the basket and give me that blanket,” Virginia said, and she
smiled as the women stepped across the street.
The walk back to Handy Park felt much better than Virginia had expected. She had also
worn some flat bottom shoes that she knew were comfortable to walk in. She also wore a white
dress that stopped just below her knees, with a thin pink and blue belt that tied around her waist,
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the ends of it flowing down the front and thin pink and blue trim around the V-neck color and the
sleeves, cut just beneath her shoulders.
It took them ten minutes to walk back to Handy Park. On the way they passed several
fenced in sites, where the old buildings had been reduced to empty lots, and the sun glared
against the white of the broken chunks of concrete piled in mounds with prongs of rusty metal
jutting from the rubble and the dust sliding about. The air thick with dirt and salt from the river,
running downstream to the Gulf Coast, the barrel smokers chugging, roasting meat. Virginia and
Aileen stood at the south west corner at Third and Beale, and had it not been so crowded, they
would have been able to see the entire layout of the small park that had been dedicated to the
man who put the blues to sheet music. She would soon learn that Teddy had been there that day;
in fact, he had played his trumpet at the unveiling of the statue, dedicated to W.C. Handy. There
were so many people; Virginia could hardly spy Gayoso, running along the north edge of the
park and Hernando to the east. The streets still packed with cars parked along both sides, as well
as cars creeping down the street between them. With much circumspect, the women crossed
Third, tipping between the creeping cars, like they were cow patties. The park was filled with
people, all ages, black and white. The crowd also acted like a barrier from which the music could
be heard blaring behind. A woman singing, loud and hard like thunder and the voice forced its
way through the crowd, and swam against it, like if salmon coursed the bottom of the Mississippi
River, swimming upstream. A band played, somewhere inside the walls of people strolling,
dancing and milling around the park, yet the crowd opened and spread thin, as Virginia and
Aileen walked through it. Making their way to the center felt too easy, like she was being drawn
toward something and she stepped back. Over her shoulder a baby wailed in the crowd, and she
wondered if anyone else had heard it. A man shuffled by; his legs shimmied like his joints were
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bending sideways. He wore black and white checkered bellbottoms and black platform shoes,
silver zippers ran the sides of the heels. He wore a black suede vest, no shirt underneath, his
chest hair curled into tiny black beads, glistening with sweat, like the unkempt hair on his face
and neck. His stomach bulged and jiggled. Instead of looking at the two women, gawking like
Virginia expected, he grooved right past them, snapping his fingers. His eyes shut.
In the crowd’s center the band rocked and it looked like everything around them rocked
in that same rhythm, the wooden platform they stood on that had probably been nailed in the
ground. The sky above them and the torn wrecks behind pulsed and walked with the bass, and
there was Teddy on the left side of the stage, opposite the rhythm section. Beside Teddy, a man
played the trombone and another sat on a stool blowing a harp. On the other side a tall man,
rough black skin and nostrils flared like a bull. His eyes were bloodshot before he closed them,
reared his head, and groove with wave that shook down his body. The top heavy woman in the
middle had dark skin also, but hers was the color of chocolate, and it looked soft and shiny
because the woman sweating. She wore a pair of jeans that had been cut into shorts and turned
into shriveling thread, right at her knees, a white blouse tied well above her stomach, the sleeves
cut off at the shoulders and the top five buttons left unfastened. Her hair was long and curled at
the ends and it bounced with her as the woman bopped and grooved across the stage.
Teddy saw Virginia in the crowd. His only gesture a nod toward her, but she knew he
saw her because their eyes met, the same way they did a week ago, in the nightclub. Even though
Teddy wore sunglasses now, she felt his eyes staring from behind them. Now he turned toward
her and blew the horn. A short riff fluttered in Virginia’s direction, and she stood on her toes for
a second and Teddy held his trumpet in the air and kicked his knees up, marching in place, and
Virginia noticed the width of his back and the way his suit fell around the flat of his stomach and
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waist. The people cheered so loud she thought she would go deaf. They were keeping the blues
alive; Virginia looked and marveled. She saw white men wearing white shirts, starched and
creased at the sleeves, white men with long hair, some with long beards, all dancing and feeling
the blues, women sitting in chairs, tapping their feet, white and black women. She looked around
and wondered how the people could get along like this, so soon, the city still nursing the wounds,
from the sanitation strikes. Aileen grabbed her arm.
“Is that him?” Aileen said, leaning toward Virginia and pointing toward the stage at
Teddy, giving Virginia’s arm a quick squeeze.
Virginia looked at her friend and thought, why don’t you just tell the whole damn park, I
came down to see the trumpet player.
“Aileen, calm down. You know these people around here can see us,” Virginia said.
“And look at that big, botly heifer,” Aileen said. “Look at how she’s shaking her titties all
in front of him. Ugh, she is so nasty.” Aileen leaned back and stared at the stage like she wanted
the entire band to know that she was taken aback.
“Aileen, what in the hell are you doing? Girl, I didn’t bring you down here to embarrass
me. What in the hell, girl? Did you take some acid before I picked you up, trying to experiment
or something?” Aileen never acted like this, but they had never socialized away from the junior
high school where they worked. In fact Aileen had been more proper than Virginia. She had
never head Aileen curse before, not even at the faculty meetings, where the teachers sat in the
library, bunched in huddles around white tables, talking about their day’s travails, whispering
bits of gossip between debates on the current trends of urban education reform. Virginia frowned
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at her friend, who looked enraptured. Why wasn’t she like this the other night? Virginia thought.
Maybe it was all the dust flying around. Virginia thought of her white dress with chagrin.
“What did you do to him, Genie?” Aileen said. “He can hardly play that horn, for cutting
his eyes over here.”
This sounded more like Virginia’s friend, and Aileen put her hand over her mouth when
she said it. This relieved Virginia, let her know her friend was still herself.
The woman had walked to the front of the stage, and the band settled low and played with
same calm manner as the woman was about to speak.
“Now y’all know me,” the woman said. The drummer broke to a snare roll, then a one hit
and picked the rhythm up again. “I’m a bad girl. I mean I’m the type of girl that will take a
woman’s man and throw him away, just as quick as I found him, and I know I’m not the only
one you dig, I know I’m not the only bad girl. If you a bad girl, no wait a minute, if you a bad
girl, I want you to say right on, Ms. Sheba. Yeah, cause these men ain’t no good, so I ain’t no
good.”
The guitar player made his instrument wail, behind the woman. His fingers ran up the
neck of that guitar, and he reared back with his eyes closed, let the waves of euphoria ripple out
his body. Then the woman, Ms. Sheba, began to sing again. At first she hummed, then moaned
and the moan turned into a growl. Then she sang words that Virginia knew had been inspired
more by Ann Peeples than Shirley Brown. The words told the story, in first person, of a woman
who had been dogged out, lied to, cheated on and treated like she was nothing, so this woman
had decided to turn the tables. If she couldn’t find a man she could trust; she decided, she may as
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well get out there and have a bit of fun herself. If you can’t beat them, you don’t have to join
them. Just start playing the game yourself, in your own way.
The woman leaned back as she sang, shook her breasts at the crowd, snapped her fingers,
blew a kiss to a man standing in the front row, walked over to the tall, black man and caressed
the side of his face, and rubbed the dark, stone muscles in his arm.
Virginia felt Aileen squeeze her hand. She looked at her friend and was amazed at the
scowl that was on Aileen’s face.
“See this one right here ladies. Yeah, see a man like this. I’d chew him up for breakfast,
spit him back out by lunch time and go find me another dish before dinner.”
The women scattered through the crowd screamed. Many of them threw their hands
above their heads. There were snapping fingers and whistles. Some lady in the crowd shouted,
“When you throw him away girl, make sure you throw over here, so I can catch him.”
The women in the crowd hollered. The men in the crowd danced and whistled. The band
played, and the music grew to a thunderous crescendo, and for a moment, Virginia thought the
sound would rip open the sky above their heads or destroy the rest of the buildings around them
or split the earth open beneath their feet. By the time the song was finished, sweat poured down
the woman’s face, beads of it rolled down her breasts and inside her cleavage. The people
cheered, and the woman waved at them, before placing the mic back into its stand and lumbering
to the back of the stage. Teddy stepped up, and as the two passed each other, she gave his
shoulder a squeeze. Teddy took the center stage, grabbed the mic with one hand and held his
trumpet above his head with the other. This would become a signature pose for him, and over the
years dozens of pictures of Teddy, brandishing his trumpet like an assault rifle, would be taken.
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“Yeah, baby, that’s what I’m talking about. That girl is bad, ain’t she?” Teddy said, and
when the crowd responded with screams he smiled, the dimples in his cheeks looked like the
impressions of fingers pressed into raw cookie dough, and he laughed, loud, sonorous,
comingled with raspy gravel.
“That woman got the blues, I tell you, Teddy said. “If we let them tear down Beale Street,
where are we going to go? Where are we going to hear this good music? Beale Street to me is
like an old woman, like my grandma. Beale has taken care of me my whole life. I remember
when, if you had a harp, a harp y’all. You didn’t even need a guitar or a horn, all you needed was
a harp and a little bit a voice in you, and you could live down here. You could eat, put a roof
over your head. Beale Street took care of us, a whole bunch of us.”
He pulled a white handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his forehead. He wore a
camel colored fedora, with a black band around it and the back of the bill flipped up, and when
he wiped his forehead, he pushed his hat back off of forehead just a little. He put the
handkerchief back in his pocket, turned around and nodded at the band. The drummer began a
slow walking pattern: kick drum and jazz brush. By the time Teddy had turned back to the
crowd, the piano had joined in, but not the bass and guitar. Not yet. He lifted his sunglasses and
winked at Virginia, who arm and arm with Aileen, inched closer to the stage, very slowly.
“Did y’all hear me?” Teddy said. He leaned the microphone at an angle and turned his
ear to the crowd, cupped his hand behind it, pushing the lobe out just a little.
The crowd hollered and whistled, shouted “Hell yeah.” A voice behind Virginia
screamed, “You damn right.”
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It felt like thousands of ancient warriors had been gathered behind Virginia. Primordial
fighters armed with sticks, crude pieces of broken metal, and the chunks of rock left over from
the ruins of a sacked city. On the stage Teddy resembled a general: Hannibal preparing his troops
to cross the Alps, General Chaka standing before thousands of Zulus, with raised spears and
shields.
“Beale Street took care of me,” Teddy said. He looked down at Virginia and smiled. “So
I want to dedicate this song to a new friend of mine, a beautiful young lady, and this beautiful
young lady, she got her a bad case of the blues, but I tell you what. She came to the right place.
Because if you don’t have the blues, what are you doing on Beale? This is the home of the blues.
We come here and lay our troubles down by the river and let that water just wash them away.
Now don’t none of you drunk Marilyn Farmers go over to the Mississippi and try to jump in;
next thing you know, I’m getting hauled off to the penitentiary.” Teddy leaned forward and
laughed.
Virginia wanted to run, run to the back crowd, run back to her car and drive away, as far
as she could, but where could she go? She felt embarrassed, even though she knew the people in
the audience could not have known that Teddy was talking about her. She wasn’t even sure.
Maybe he had another friend who had come to see him, but she knew that was a lie. Just like she
knew the truth, no one knew the blues like her, not even Teddy. She adjusted the strap on her
purse, pulling it up her shoulder. She felt Aileen squeeze her arm and lean toward her ear.
Aileen said something, and Virginia wondered if her friend had whispered for her to be
careful, and in the same instant thought her friend had told her how nice the man looked, but the
piano sang and cried like a banshee, the bass walked behind her and she shivered at the thought
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of Marcus’s hand around the nape of her neck. She wanted to close her eyes; instead she looked
at the ground and then at Aileen’s mouth as it moved some more, but the man on the stage sang,
and Virginia knew he chose the song for her. The drum skipped and Virginia felt the beating
inside of her own chest flutter with it, and the beat skipped slowly and Virginia felt it throughout
her entire chest, in her throat. The man on stage told her he’d known she’d been hurt. How had
he known? She could not possibly carry herself in such a manner, but Teddy, from the stage, had
affirmed the opposite. Teddy sang this song, Bobby Blue Bland, I’ll take care of you, and
Virginia knew he meant the song for her, and she wondered if he knew what that really implied,
and she remembered listening to the song before Marcus had come from work for the last time,
and moving quickly to turn it off before he got home, and how he never liked the blues, no
matter how much Virginia had tried to get him into the music. Marcus had considered the blues
backwards and country. Virginia, however, had liked the jazz records he played for her, but she
wanted him to give the music she loved a fair listening, which he never did.
Teddy played his horn during the chorus, and the notes slid and lathered around
Virginia’s heart, and she felt herself slipping, and she knew that Teddy was crying, the notes
from the trumpet his tears and wails, and she wondered about the blues that had driven him to
this moment, and wanted to know, had to know right then, and she knew that she had listened to
the blues her entire life because it cried in a way that she could not, yet cried in the same way she
had sobbed her entire life. Teddy sang out to her.
You won’t ever have to worry, no more
You won’t’ ever have to cry
I’ll be there beside you to dry your weeping eyes
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Then he walked to front of the stage, kneeled on one leg and held out his hand to her. He
smiled and leaned his head forward with a slight shake. Virginia stood fifteen feet from the stage.
Her friend nudged her and she wanted to look back, and see if he was speaking to someone else,
just to be sure. She felt Aileen nudge her, but her Virginia’s body felt stiff and frozen. She felt
her way forward with a single step, then looked at her friend and furrowed her brow just enough,
and felt Aileen release her arm. She turned back to Teddy, who by then had stepped off the stage.
The band played, Teddy walked toward her now, and he sang as he walked and held his trumpet
to his chest, and as he walked it seemed as if the bass walked with him, and the drums hit each
time his foot touched the ground, and with each step, Virginia felt something deep within her
tremble. Teddy kneeled in front of Virginia, he took her hand and placed against his cheek first,
then his heart.
Darling tell me that you’ll be true
There’s no doubt in my mind, I know what I want to do
Understand, sure as one and one is two
I’ll take care of you
Then Teddy said, “Come on, Ms. Virginia, let me take care of you.”
Then he played a solo on the trumpet, right there in front of her, bowing on one knee.
Virginia wanted to touch the side of his face, caress this beautiful soul of man. Now Virginia
could not help herself the tears flowed down her cheeks, and this angered her. This vulnerability,
dug from inside her in front of all these people, Aileen, in the middle of the crumbling buildings.
She wanted to run, and she did step back, but she stayed and faced him. She felt like she had
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stripped her naked in front of the entire park, but she also felt like he was the only person who
could see that nakedness, but it was not just nudeness. She felt like Teddy was looking past her
flesh, into a part of herself that had kept clothed since Marcus died, and another, she had covered
most of her life. So she stood there crying, with Teddy kneeling in front her. She caressed his
face, then his shoulder. The band played behind him. The woman, Ms. Sheba, glowered from a
chair at the side of the stage as she fanned herself. Aileen, still at her side, though she had
stepped back, and the space between them, the space encompassed by Teddy, the music he
serenaded Virginia with, as well as the pain she had carried from Oakland, a pain as long as the
distance between Memphis and the Bay area, made the space between the two ladies feel as
broad as the ocean.
After the serenade, Teddy stood, took off his hat and kissed Virginia’s cheek. He walked
back to the stage and Virginia felt the eyes that had been upon her leave her and follow Teddy,
but some of them continued to watch her, and the eyes felt angry, and their gazes felt imposing
and judgmental. Virginia looked around on the ground like she had left something there. Then
she grabbed the top of her purse like she was about to open it, thought better and let it drop back
to her side. She pulled the strap of the purse on her shoulder. Aileen looked as if she had
witnessed the Transfiguration. Her face drooped with bewilderment, and her mouth hung open.
The woman’s eyes followed Teddy as well, and when Virginia touched her friends arm, she
jumped as if she had not known that Virginia was not standing there beside her.
“Come, on Aileen, I need to go. I need to get away from here,” Virginia said.
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“Are you all right?” Aileen said. Then she looked toward the stage and back at Virginia.
The band still played. Teddy and Ms. Sheba sang together now, a duet. “You’re not going to stay
and thank him. I mean the way he played for you. That was beautiful.”
“No, I have to get back. I have some papers to grade,” Virginia said. “I didn’t plan on
staying that long anyway.” She fumbled through her purse, pulled out a white handkerchief
trimmed with lavender embroidery and the letters VF in the corners, dabbed at the corners of her
eyes with it and wiped her cheeks. She blew a guffaw and slipped the handkerchief back into her
purse. Pulled out a compact, popped it open, checked herself, turning each cheek into the view of
the small mirror, snapped it shut and dropped it back into her purse. She shook her shoulders like
a chill had scurried across her spine.
“No, I need to leave, Aileen. We can talk in the car, but I have to go, right now.” Virginia
looked around at the grey, battered buildings, the walls knocked in, buildings with the tops
ripped off of them, the jumbled messes that were the demolished ruins of places she remembered
from her childhood. Like the Elk lodge, where her father was a member, and the dentist office
her parents dragged her into every year, as a young girl. All of it was gone now, and what was
left looked like it did not have much time left either. Then she looked around at all of the people,
their clothes covered in the grey dust, blown from the demolished hulks, by the wind vaulting
across the Mississippi. She looked at the mud caked around their shoes, the barbecue sauce
staining their shirts and their guileless smiles, their sweat covered faces, and eyes shining with
the light of the blues and the joy of the blues. Virginia shook her head and began to walk. Aileen
standing still, Virginia had put the woman behind her, so when she felt the hand on her arm, she
thought it was Aileen attempting to stop her from leaving. She pulled away trying to snatch away
from the grip and noticed it was stronger than Aileen, the grip of a man’s hand, and when she
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turned around, she saw Teddy, standing there, exasperated, his eyes querying her and
supplicating.
“Virginia, where are you going?” Teddy said. Somehow his raspy voice had gone high
toward the end of his question.
“I’m going home, Teddy. I’m sorry. I appreciate you inviting me down here, I really do.
All of this is really nice, and I hope you and your friends can save Beale. I applaud your efforts,
but all of this is too much. I have a lot going on, I just, I hope you can understand.” Virginia felt
herself tremble. Then, before she knew, before she could stop herself, she had wrapped her arms
around Teddy’s neck, and pulled herself into his embrace. She squeezed his neck and felt her
cheeks go wet again. This time Teddy kissed the wet cheek that had been pressed so firmly
against his own. He squeezed her waist with his arms, and when Virginia felt his hand against
the small of her back, she inhaled a breath that sent a shudder throughout her entire body. They
stood there for a few more moments, hugging, rocking from side to side. When Virginia let him
go and stepped away from him, she noticed his cheeks were wet; his eyes shined, and Virginia
could not tell if his cheeks were wet from her tears or his own.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” She wiped his face with her hand and giggled as she did so.
He touched her wrist and heaved and awkward sigh.
“You didn’t do anything, Ms. Genie,” Teddy said. “Did you enjoy your song?” He smiled
and light beamed from the roundness of his cheeks.
“Of course I did. No one has ever serenaded me before,” Virginia said. “Well not like
that.” Marcus used to sing to her. He would croon songs like You’re My Thrill, on hunkered
knee, one hand on his heart, the other extended toward her with open palm, an expression on his
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face feigning supplication, during the good times, when they first got to Oakland, before all the
fuss and the controversy that preceded Marcus’s assassination.
Marcus could carry a tune but he had not been a musician, not like the one standing in
front of her, a real life bluesman, like the old country boys that sang on the records her parents
played on Friday and Saturday nights, and even worse, Marcus had never sung the blues for her.
“Well, damn, Ms. Genie,” Teddy said. Then he held up his hands and his eyes widened.
“Excuse my language.” He took his hat off, and ran his hand over hair that was already slicked
back on his head. Then he held the hat in front of his chest, his hands on each side of the brim.
“Come on now, my set’s almost over. Why don’t you hang around a little longer, let me take you
over on Main Street. Maybe we could grab a bite to eat or something.” He pointed over his
shoulder with his thumb.
“That sounds nice, Teddy, but I really have to go. I have a mountain of work to do at
home, and I’ve barely started.” Virginia thought of the tests stacked on her dining room table that
needed grading, and how she would be up for the rest of the evening going over them, but she
could’ve made time. Still there were too many thing going on, inside of her. Besides, she
couldn’t just run off with this man and have dinner, not even if Aileen went with them, which
would not have been the greatest idea. It was one thing to have her friend with her to watch him
play, but would have another matter entirely to have her hovering beside them as they talked
over dinner. Then there was a matter of her honor as a woman. If this man wanted to spend time
with her, he would have to work a little harder.
“No really, Teddy. I have to go, thank you for inviting me,” Virginia said and gave his
hand a squeeze. The muscles in his hand felt like steel cables, and the insides of his hands felt
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like sandpaper. The thought of his hands, holding her, showing her why she was a woman
flashed through her mind, and for a moment, she thought of the dexterity he must have in his
fingers and pushed the thought out of her mind before it got the chance to settle.
“Well can I call on you sometime?” Teddy said. He squeezed her hand in return, a gentle
squeeze that felt totally aware of the soft, gentle thing it held, like he was holding a baby bird.
“Sure, I don’t have a problem with that.” Virginia said, hoping the loneliness in her voice
was undetectable.
“Good, I will give you a call this week,” Teddy said. The excitement in his voice coming
through clearly, and he made no effort to hide it.
Virginia looked over at her friend, who seemed to be lost in thought, staring at the stage.
Virginia hadn’t noticed the music had stopped playing, until this moment. She followed Aileen’s
gaze, toward the front of the stage, and saw the tall, shiny faced, black man walking toward
them. His stride was long and his steps were brisk and rigid, like he was marching off to war. His
arms pumped up and down as he walked, like he was scrubbing clothes on a washboard. Teddy
noticed her looking past him and turned around himself. He jumped a bit when he saw the tall
man, skin shiny as polished onyx, striding toward them. He turned back to Virginia and rolled
his eyes toward the lurid mix of blue and orange sky above. He smiled at Virginia and opened
his mouth like he was going to say something, frowned, then closed it again.
“Teddy,” The man said. “Teddy, is this her?” His voice boomed over everything, it even
sounded louder than Teddy and Ms. Sheba when they had been talking into the microphone. The
man stood beside Teddy now, and the man was so tall that Teddy looked short standing next to
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him, even though Teddy looked to be of average height for a man, around 5” 11’ according to
Virginia’s estimation.
“Please excuse my partner. He’s kind of loud and country,” Teddy said. Teddy smiled, an
uneasy grin, slanted across his face, the light in his eyes sputtering.
“Nigger, who you calling country?” The man pushed past Teddy and extended his hand
to Virginia. “How in the hell are you, pretty lady? My name is Pig-Meat.” Pig-Meat grinned with
mouth open and his tongue touching his bottom lip. His top row of teeth was brilliant, pristine,
each of his canines capped in gold.
Virginia leaned back and a smile crept onto her face despite herself. This man was
handsome, and seemed to have a sense of humor that seemed wild, like a horse refusing to be
broken, yet natural to him, a giant clown of a bluesman.
“Um excuse me, sir, but did your mother named you Pig-Meat.” Virginia shook PigMeat’s hand, and when she did this, she noticed a slight glint in Teddy’s eyes, the sort of glint
that reveals jealousy, and Virginia imagined two men had competed over women their entire
lives.
“I think Pig-Meat is a cute name,” Aileen said. She held her purse with both hands, over
her pelvis. Her knees pressed together, one of them turned inward, and pivoted that leg in slow
twists, on the ball of her foot. She stared at Pig-Meat like he had just walked out of a dream she
had, or like he stepped straight out of the river, looking for an unsuspecting damsel to kidnap and
carry back to the underworld, to sit by his side as his queen, and she was all too willing to
assume the role of his Eurydice.
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Pig-Meat, with wide eyes, stared at the woman for a moment. He looked her up and down
and when their eyes met he smiled. His face glowed like polished onyx so did his gold covered
canines. The smile revealed something inside him that was genuine, something worth getting
past the layers of bravado in order to find. Aileen smiled also, and her smile unfurled like a
flower blossoming in the light cast upon her by Pig-Meat. He then turned his gaze to Virginia.
“No, Ms. Lady, My momma named me Russell. I had to earn the name Pig-Meat. I got
meat slow smoking behind the stage right now. Just taste one bone, and you’ll see why they call
me Pig-Meat.” He took out a pic and combed at the side of his short afro.
“Why don’t you use your real name? Pig-Meat sounds like something you would call an
old hunting dog or something.” Virginia said. Then she rolled her eyes. “No, uh-uh, you need a
new nickname.”
“Yeah, Teddy, you said she had mouth on her,” Pig-Meat said.
“Hey, man, damn. You see I’m over here trying to conversation with my friend. Can I do
that without you running the poor woman off?”
“Aw, man, I didn’t mean nothing. Shoot I like a woman with some fire in her,” Pig-Meat
said to Teddy, before returning his gaze to Virginia. “You didn’t lie about her being fine either.
No, you sure didn’t.” Pig-Meat looked Virginia over, head to toe. Then he leaned forward and
took in a good look of Virginia’s backside, before Teddy elbowed him in the chest. Teddy had
thrown a soft elbow, and Pig-Meat clutched at the center of his chest, feigning pain, laughing.
“Get your country ass back, man. The lady doesn’t want you leaning all over her like
that,” Teddy said.
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“You the one that was bragging about the lady all night,” Pig-Meat said. He gave
Virginia a sly grin. “But now I understand. Yeah, Teddy, you’re lucky I didn’t see her first, boy.
Yeah, it would have been open season for sure.”
“Virginia, I thought you were ready to go,” Aileen said. She stood there, with her weight
shifted onto on leg. The smirk on her face revealed her exasperation, the frustration that comes
when a person feels like they are being ignored.
Virginia sighed and trained her gaze from Aileen, standing there tapping her foot, to the
ground, up to Teddy, who was still smiling, yet he looked worried also.
“Yes, Teddy, I really must be getting along now,” Virginia said.
“Well, let me walk you to your car then,” Teddy said. Then he looked at Pig-Meat. “I got
few minutes before our next set right?”
Pig-Meat smiled and held up his hands. Virginia stepped closer to Teddy. She pulled at
the collar of his shirt and straightened it. Pig-Meat leaned back, smirking. He looked like he
would erupt in roars of laughter at any moment. Virginia could tell, he would be teasing Teddy
for the rest of the evening.
“Pig-Meat, Teddy,” a voice from behind the two men shouted.
Virginia looked past Teddy and saw the woman who had been on stage with them, Ms.
Sheba, walking up behind them. The woman walked fast, so fast it looked like she was about to
start jogging. There was no one on the stage now, but there was still music playing. Someone,
somewhere was playing a record or a tape, Howling Wolf’s voice cried all around, warning them
of the dangers of “That Spoon.”
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“Where in the hell are y’all going,” Ms. Sheba said. Now she stood directly behind the
two men, both of whom cringed a little at the sound of the woman’s voice.
Virginia found the woman’s voice to be like fingernails scratching against a chalkboard.
In fact the woman sounded totally different than she had when she was on the stage. If Virginia
would have closed her eyes, she would have sworn the two voices came from two separate
people. Ms. Sheba stood next to Pig-Meat, leaned against him and let her hand rest on his
shoulder.
“Is this her?” The woman said. The inflection in her voice and the way she leaned,
suggested she was speaking to Pig-Meat.
Aileen sneered slightly, like the look on her face had crept there without her knowledge.
Ms. Sheba looked at Teddy, who rubbed his finger across his moustache and stared at the
ground.
Teddy must’ve have talked about Virginia all night after they met, and that thought
flattered her, even though she was not sure of the nature of Teddy’s infatuation—which was
most likely of a carnal nature. Still, she had left an impression on this wild bluesman, and that
made Virginia feel good.
“I’m sorry, Ms., my name is Sheba,” The woman said. She extended her hand to
Virginia. The woman’s arm was round and pudgy, but it looked strong, hardly any jiggle to the
plump hanging from her triceps. The woman’s hands were large too, and her nails were long and
brown.

107

Virginia shook the woman’s hand and noticed the way it felt calloused, like she had been
working on the barges throwing cotton all of her life instead of singing the blues. The woman
smiled, red lipstick, thin moustache of hair above her lip—which many men found sexy, always
to Virginia’s disbelief—but Sheba’s smile felt genuine. The woman was covered with sweat, and
her hands felt clammy and warm also.
“So you’re Teddy’s new friend?” Virginia said. Then she looked at Teddy. “Boy, how in
the hell did you manage to get you a woman like this?” Sheba turned Virginia’s hand over in her
own and looked Virginia up and down, paying special attention to her shoes and her purse. “No,
Teddy, this woman right here is definitely out of your league.”
Teddy stepped between the women, pulling Virginia’s hand away and holding it himself.
“Sheba, why don’t you go on somewhere, hell? What do you mean she’s out of my league
anyway?”
“Teddy, don’t act like you’re brand new now. Boy, you just left the corner of Trigg and
Lauderdale. I’m just saying. You’re fresh out of Riverside. I can tell this lady right here has
class. I mean look at her. What are you nurse or something?” Sheba leaned toward Virginia and
placed a hand across Virginia’s back.
“No, she teaches school,” Teddy said. His voice rose and the gravel in it sounded like the
grinding of rusty gears and metal cogs.
“I can speak for myself, Teddy,” Virginia said. “Yes, I’m a school teacher.”
Teddy let go of her hand and threw his up.
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“Well maybe you can teach this knucklehead some manners,” Sheba said. She laughed
and bowed Teddy in the side.
Teddy pointed down, to the top of Sheba’s head, and behind her back, to Pig-Meat,
mouthed the words, “Get your woman.”
Pig-Meat shook his head. “Shit, I can’t do nothing with her,” he said.
“Virginia, I thought you were ready to go,” Aileen said. She frowned and sneered as she
said this.
Sheba looked at Aileen and smiled, then extended her hand to Virginia’s friend. “I’m
sorry, Ms. Lady, please excuse my manners. Sheba Johnson and you are?”
“Aileen,” she said. Aileen looked at Sheba’s hand then rolled her eyes, and tapped her
foot with impatience against a dry, dusty patch of earth.
Virginia was taken aback only for a brief moment. She knew what her friend was doing,
but she had never seen Aileen act that way, but looking at the tall, ebony man standing beside
Sheba, his smile glowing against his black skin, she understood. Still, Aileen was a lady. She
knew to carry herself better.
“Hey, Ms. Johnson and Russell, I’m not calling you Pig-Meat. I really do have to leave
now. I have a mountain of work ahead of me, and I promise I don’t want to be up all night doing
it.”
“You sure, you ladies don’t have to leave, especially not on my account. Shoot we got the
smoker going. I’m telling you, man can cook like nobody’s business. There’s a reason we call
him Pig-Meat, and y’all need to stay so you can find out why.”
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“Yeah, I guarantee, you taste these ribs, I’m telling you, meat falling off the bone,” PigMeat said.
“Maybe, another time,” Virginia said. She looked at Teddy, standing there, a couple of
inches taller than Virginia in heels. This made her giggle in spite of herself, and she placed her
hand over her mouth.
Teddy took Virginia’s hand, and she looked into his eyes, the intense brown of the pupils,
the sclera red from the dust of the demolished buildings and the smoke from the burning
barbecue pits. She saw the blues, and right then she knew. Something had been chasing Teddy
also, and she wondered if the same hell hounds had been pursuing the both of them. All of this
happened in an instant, and she turned from his gaze because the emotions it sparked inside of
her were too powerful. Teddy stepped closer to her, so close she could smell the metal of the
trumpet on his lips.
“Can I call on you later on, tonight?” he said. He held both her hands and rubbed the back
of her fingers with his thumbs.
Virginia bit her bottom lip and nodded, then she kissed Teddy’s cheek. That action, the
forwardness of it shocked her, and she looked at the large hands that had enveloped her own.
Virginia and Aileen left Handy Park and made their way back to the car. The two men
had offered to walk with them, but Virginia had refused them, even when they insisted. Even
when she saw Aileen’s eyes gleam when Pig-Meat offered to walk with them. No, especially
when Pig-Meat had offered to come. Virginia liked Ms. Sheba, the woman had seemed very
genuine to her, and it was obvious that Pig-Meat was her man. Virginia was also surprised at
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Aileen. She had not taken her friend as a woman capable of that type of disrespect, and Virginia
made a mental note of this, for future reference.
As Virginia drove away from Beale, the buildings, the condition of them improved. From
dilapidated, broken wrecks, ruins of some long extinct and mysterious civilization, fenced in and
blockaded in order to protect wayward and ill-advised wanderers from their own curiosity, to
buildings worn, yet still functional, signs with paint chipping yet legible. They drove up Beale,
left onto Thomas Boulevard, then right onto Union Avenue. The traffic was moderate, and
Virginia was glad she’d left when she did.
She glanced at Aileen, who was looking out the window. The woman’s chest looked
deflated, her elbow resting against the open window, her hand rubbing her forehead. It was like
she had undergone a terrible transformation in Handy Park, and now she had returned to her old
self. The old mouse of a woman, that Virginia knew, the soft-spoken math teacher, who occupied
the classroom two doors down the hallway from Virginia’s own.
“So what do you think about Teddy?” Virginia said. She did not know whether she was
posing this question to Aileen or herself. Virginia wanted a cigarette. She had started after
Marcus died, after she had moved to back to Memphis, her body’s response to the stress of his
murder and the fallout she had endured afterward. She needed to calm down. Teddy had sparked
something in her, but that wasn’t quite correct. Actually he had awakened something inside her.
Feelings that she assumed had died along with her husband.
“He’s all right, I suppose,” Aileen said, bringing her hand back inside the open window,
placing it in her lap, turned her head toward Virginia, the wind blowing inside the car flapping
the strands of hair around the woman’s ears.
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“All right, I suppose,” Virginia said. She glowered at Aileen in a quick glance away from
the road in front of her. “Back there it looked you were pretty much smitten to me, especially
when you saw his friend.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Virginia. Your suitor is quite the looker, and that tall one, PigMeat, ooh wee, he lights my fire,” Aileen said. She shook in her seat like she had the shivers.
“I knew you liked him, but did you have to just fall all over yourself in front of the man. I
mean your mouth was hanging open. I thought you were about to drool on yourself.” Virginia
turned from Union Avenue, south, onto the I-40 expressway.
“I admit I stared at the man, but I didn’t do all of that, Genie,” Aileen said.
“Aileen, you were staring at that man like you were hypnotized. It looked like you were a
walking mummy out there.” Virginia made a face, with a blank stare and a glum frown of her
lips. She rocked right from side to side and mimicked the groan of the undead.
The women shared a brief but genuine moment of laughter and a calming sigh. The sun
no longer visible in the sky, still it shot orange rays just above the blackening trees and cityscape
whizzing by on the right side of car, past the passenger window. The street lights that lined the
expressway were starting to light, beacons guiding the women away from the dark night
approaching from the east.
“Don’t get me wrong, I would love to go out with that Pig-Meat, but beside a nice time,
what could I really expect from him. A bluesman, I bet he gets drunk every day,” Aileen said.

112

Aileen had surprised Virginia again. She had never heard her friend speak with such
condemnation. She looked over for a moment, before veering to the right and taking the South
Parkway exit off of the interstate.
“Aileen, are you sure you’re not jealous? I wonder if you would be talking like this if that
woman hadn’t of been there.”
“No, because if I wanted that man. I could get him. Even if it were for just a night, but
that’s all he’s good for anyway, a good roll in the hay.” Aileen had placed her elbow back
against the lowered window, and she spoke to Virginia as she stared outside.
“Aileen,” Virginia said. She wondered how she could have missed the traits she was
seeing her friend exhibit. Then Virginia thought. They hadn’t really known each other for that
long. Maybe she didn’t know this woman like she thought she did.
“Don’t Aileen me. I have a Master’s degree. A man like that, wouldn’t want to do
anything but lay up and play the bills all day, while I take care of the house and him. I don’t
think so. I don’t have any children, and I don’t need to start taking care of a grown one.”
“Who said anything about taking care of a grown man? They look like they’re taking care
of themselves pretty well to me,” Virginia said.
“Of course they do. They were up on stage, one night, well you’ve seen your man twice.
Have you asked him where he works?” Aileen said.
“He’s not my man. I just met him,” Virginia said, but she liked Teddy, and she felt
connected to him, and worst of all, she knew there was a part of herself she would have to work
very hard to control around him, especially when he started talking about the blues.
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“He wants to be your man,” Aileen said. “Don’t lie and tell me you can’t see that.”
Aileen said this with a wave of her head that Virginia barely saw from her eye’s corner.
“Well a man is the last thing on my mind. I have Principal Houston watching me like a
damned hawk. Then there’s all this mess with Marcus’s family,” Virginia said.
“What mess, it’s been what three years now,” Aileen said.
“It will be three years in November, but it feels like five minutes ago,” Virginia said.
“What’s the problem? Are they still upset over that little piece of money you got?”
“I don’t know, girl. His sister called me and asked if I could speak with a private
investigator. Someone they’ve hired to look into his…” Virginia looked out the driver’s side
window: Union Avenue, left onto Scott Street, right onto Mimosa. Virginia sighed relief when
they pulled into Aileen’s driveway.
“I don’t understand. What do you mean by investigation? The people who killed your
husband confessed, right? The same people who…”
“Yes, the same people who kidnapped Patty Hearst. I’m through with all of that mess,
Aileen. I remember back when all of that mess got started. I talked to so many police officers,
doctors, school officials, his lawyer, reporters, his family. That’s why I came back to Memphis,
to get away from all of that. Once I left, I never meant to come back to this backwater river town.
I’m supposed to be in California, working on my book.”
“So what are you going to do about Marcus’s sister?”
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“I don’t know, but I’m not talking to any private investigator. I know that much.”
Virginia looked at her friend, and wiped her eyes like she was sleepy, hoping that Aileen hadn’t
seen the sheets of tears glossing beneath her eyelids.
“And I can’t believe Mr. Houston is giving you problems. He’s so nice. Wasn’t he one of
Marcus’s colleagues before y’all left?”
“No, they were more like competitors than colleagues, especially when Marcus got that
damn superintendent position. There were a couple of principals who were bitter, but Houston
was the only one actually gave their envy a voice, you know.”
“Well if Houston and Marcus didn’t get along, why did you take the job working under
him?”
“Houston… You don’t understand. He never complained outright. He dropped subtle
hints, like he raised questions among some of the other principals concerning Marcus’s
experience as a principal.”
“Well, were his questions justifiable?” Aileen asked. The tone of her voice sounded
gentle and circumspect.
“Maybe, barely, but he didn’t stop there, child. He actually called human resources in
Oakland and asked them why they hadn’t interviewed any of the other principals from Memphis
City Schools. He even threatened to have a lawyer look into the matter on grounds of
favoritism.”
“Really, well I don’t understand why he even hired you. I mean, if he knew there was bad
blood on the count of your husband.”
115

“I wouldn’t call it bad blood. They were more like competitive spirits, but competitive to
a fault. You know what I’m saying?”
“Whatever, I’m just trying to understand why he hired you, and how you agreed to work
for him?”
Virginia blew a guffaw, and stared past the steering wheel and her clutching it, out
through the windshield. Fireflies buzzed around yards on the street like tiny beacons, vacillating
torches. The sky was almost dark with night, and there were no stars out. Instead dark, grey
clouds, puffed across the sky in mile long billows. Not far a lawnmower growled and whined.
Virginia heard a group of children laughing, probably playing behind one of the houses, hide and
go seek, duck-duck-goose, catch a girl get a girl if they were mannish little boys and fast little
girls.
“Well when I got back I needed a job, so naturally, I tried the school where I was
teaching before I left. I don’t know. It happened that Houston had just transferred there, and the
position was open.”
“I can see that, but I wonder why he hired you,” Aileen said.
“Well I never had anything to do with what went on between the principles, all of that
politics and all that jive, blah, blah, blah. Girl you know how these men are. They don’t want to
believe a woman would even have any inkling of the little games they play with each other, and
I’ve always been more than happy to let them continue, you know, to let them have their
delusions of omnipotence.”
“Hmmm, maybe that’s why he hired you.”
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“What do you mean?”
“Because he saw you as someone who would be subservient, someone who would follow
him, even if he made a bad decision.”
“Is that why he hired you?” Virginia asked. She turned in her seat to face her friend,
raised her ankle and set underneath the bottom of her thigh, a half Indian style sitting position.
“I hope so. That’s what I was going for when he interviewed me,” Aileen said.
The ladies shared a laugh. They laughed for a longtime. They laughed until tears
streamed down their cheeks, and Virginia felt sharp pains jolt behind her ears and down her
neck.
Virginia got home about nine fifteen, and waited for Teddy to call her while she graded
her students’ tests from the previous Friday. She had the phone set on the kitchen table, and
every now and then she looked up from her work and gave it a stare, like looking at the phone
would make it ring by some sort of telepathic control. She worked like this until two a.m., but the
phone remained silent. If Teddy had called then she would have talked to him, even if only for a
few minutes. Then she would’ve scolded him mildly for calling her so late, and feigned
sleepiness before getting off the phone. She wondered if he would play her a song over the
phone. This thought made her laugh.
The next day, Teddy did call. It was around 5:30 in the afternoon. Virginia had been to
church that day. Riverside Station church on Riverside Drive, after church there had been a
Women’s Day program, as well as food served in the new dining hall that had been added to the
church only a month. She had only been home around fifteen minutes, and she was still in the
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middle of undressing. She had kicked off her heels as soon as she walked in the door, and she
had unzipped and stepped out of her dress and her slip, flung her Sunday’s clothes on the bed.
When the phone rang she had stepped one leg through her favorite pair of culottes, soft
rayon blended with polyester that felt wonderful against her skin, like brushing against sheets
made from dandelions. She walked over to the phone, wondering if it was Aileen. Earlier at
church, they had begun a conversation about their lessons for the week, and Aileen told Virginia
that she would call her after church to continue. She dreaded the thought of picking up the phone
hearing Houston’s voice in the receiver. Over the past month, he had taken to calling her every
now and again, always under the pretense of official school business. He would stammer and
meander around topics that were obviously unimportant, even to him, asking her about her lesson
plans—that she always turned in on time every Monday morning, or suggesting some committee
that he was creating and wanted her to get involved with.
She knew what he was working her way toward, and she wondered how long he would
take before he finally asked her out on a date. However, she appreciated his stumbling and
passive approach. These things allowed her time to think of a nice letdown, a way to discourage
him without angering him. She was still grieving over her deceased husband; she hadn’t quite
acclimated herself to the climate of her new school; she had pressing family issues, like her
mother was sick. She had to think of something, anything, but she knew that when it final
happened, the day he would finally work up the nerve, all of her planning would fly straight out
of her classroom window, and she would probably tell him flat out, Hell no, I don’t want you.
When she answered the phone she gasped and felt the tips of her finger and the nape of
her neck tingle. It was Teddy’s gravelly voice on the other end of the phone.
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“Hello, Virginia?” Teddy said.
“This is she.” She held the receiver of the phone up to her ear with her shoulder, while
she grabbed a halter top from the dresser drawer in her bedroom.
“How are you, Ms. Virginia, my genie with the light brown eyes. Are you busy?”
“Well, I’m always busy, Mr. Rogers, but I can talk.” She held the phone out and slipped
the halter top over her head, then put the phone back to her ear as she pulled the shirt down and
shimmied into it. She smiled suspiciously at the phone; her eyes were dark brown, almost black.
“Okay, all right, dig it, Ms. Genie. You know I thought about you all night last night. I
hope you enjoyed yourself.”
“Yes, I did. I did. Your band is wonderful. I love the way you all sound. It’s like the
blues, but you’ve added your own thing to it. It sounds different. I can’t quite put my finger on it,
but I like it.” She wondered if he really thought about her the entire night. He must’ve been
thinking pretty hard partying up and down Beale, eating barbecue and clowning with his friends.
She started to say that but thought better and held her tongue.
“Yeah, we like to make our blues swing. To me that’s closer to the real roots of the blues.
The blues I grew up with. It was different; I like the stuff they’re doing now. You know like
Bobby Blue Bland, Bobby Rush and all of them, but when I do my thing, I like to mix some of
that jazz with that old Delta Blues. That’s real music. That’s the real Beale Street sound to me.”
he laughed and said, Yeah, his own cosigner. “Shoot I remember we used to play on the street
corner, in front of the house, on the porch, in the backyard, shit it didn’t matter. Excuse my
French, Genie.”
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“It’s all right. You sound very passionate. I can tell you’re passionate about the blues.
You know my father used to work with the Cotton Maker’s Jubilee. He sat on the board for over
10 years.”
“Damn, your daddy must’ve had juice then,” Teddy said, sounding like had been taken
aback by a nice surprise, like opening a Christmas gift he had hinted for the entire season.
“No my father didn’t have juice. He worked on the railroad as wheelman. He even
hopped bells when he could,” Virginia said. “Back then it wasn’t like that. It was like no matter
what you did everybody was on the same level.” Then Virginia realized it looked that way only
in hindsight.
“I got a few records I would love to share with you, Genie. Can I come over some time
and play you some music?” Teddy’s voice softened and the gravel in it turned to molten
chocolate and sweet cognac.
Virginia bit her lip allured by the distrust and circumspection she felt. She twirled the coil
of the phone cord with her index finger.
“Mr. Rogers, I don’t know you well enough to invite you over my house now. I am
interested in your music though.” Virginia let the last two words fall from her mouth like anvils,
hoping they would crash through the path bringing the two of them together headlong yet hoping
that Teddy would figure another way, and enjoy the haphazard as he circumvented it.
“Well do you think I’m good enough to go out somewhere, meet me and have dinner?
You go your way I go mine.” His voice coarsened, frustrated and rumbled deep beneath the
inflections, like hearing a lion purr through mountains and rain forest.
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Virginia considered Teddy. The wild man on Beale Street, waving that trumpet in the air
and singing, prodding the audience, marching in place, Virginia sighed and put her hand on her
forehead.
“I could meet you and have dinner Friday, we can go early. That way you’ll have plenty
of time to make your gig. Are you going to bring some of your records?”
“No ma’am. If I play some music for you, the mood and everything has got to be set.”
“You can pick me up if you want to, but I can’t invite you inside my home, not yet.”
They talked twice more before that Friday night, ten minutes the first time, five minutes
the second, both evenings he called she had been preparing materials for her students lessons,
cutting construction paper, squeezing glue, The geography lesson, identifying the continents and
bodies of water, cutting pictures from magazines. She had spoken with what she hoped had been
warmth and empathy, because she knew she was too busy which made her wonder why he
wasn’t.
That Friday she went to the beautician after school for a wash and set and a quick
manicure. She thought her hand would tremble during her manicure. Marcus, why couldn’t you
just let that mess go, why couldn’t you leave, they would’ve understood, everyone would have.
She trembled, a chill scurried across her back, and she shook her shoulders but managed to keep
her hand steady. At home she pulled a white, spaghetti strap dress covered with red-orange
geraniums. She spent one hour and fifteen minutes grading her students’ tests, commenting and
writing follow-up questions on the worksheets. She had told Aileen about her date at school, and
Aileen insisted that she come over and help Virginia with her make-up. Virginia rolled her eyes
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and sighed, when Aileen turned her head, but told her friend it would be all right if she came
over.
Around seven o’clock Aileen knocked on the front door. She wore her hair tied in a
yellow and brown scarf and carried a wicker basket, hooked around her forearm. Virginia
noticed the chagrin wearing away the edges of the woman’s eyes and the corners of her mouth.
Virginia had already applied her makeup and had her hair fixed. She wondered if Aileen would
turn around, or let a new side of her burst through, like she had done at Park, storm away, pelting
Virginia with imprecations.
Instead the woman nodded and brightened with a coy smile that effaced all of Virginia’s
anxieties.
“Good lord, Virginia, you look beautiful, and you haven’t even gotten dressed. I love the
way you made your face up girl. No wonder you went ahead and put it on yourself. I would’ve
probably just been in your way.”
“No, Aileen. I’m just trying to stay mindful of the time. I want to be ready when he gets
here. I don’t want to give him any reason to come in here,” Virginia said. She hoped she sounded
convincing to Aileen.
Virginia led Aileen through the living room, and as they passed through, Aileen set the
wicker basket on a chair next to marble topped end table, next to the wall, just inside the front
door.
“Hand me that basket, Aileen,” Virginia said. “I’m going to put it in the kitchen.”
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Aileen handed her the basket and followed Virginia into the kitchen. She set the basket
on the counter. When the two got to the edge of the stairs, Virginia slipped off her slim, black
house shoes, looked up the stairs and smiled at Aileen, who took off her shoes as well.
“The carpet upstairs is really light and cleaning it is so expensive,” Virginia said.
“Virginia, I’m just in love with your décor. You have a beautiful home,” Aileen said. She
reached at the corner of a picture as the two of them walked up the stairs, their stockings
swishing against the soft thread of the carpet. “Girl, what was wrong with Mr. Houston in the
faculty meeting.”
“I don’t know, but you can just see how frustrated he is; maybe he’s about to fired. He’s
under pressure, back against the wall over those test scores.”
“Do you believe your children will be ready?” Aileen said.
“I don’t see why not. The children can pass the test. Even the ones who have trouble
know most of the information.”
When the women walked in the bedroom, Virginia pulled the summer dress down from
the hanger on the closet door and held it against her robed frame, spreading the dress across her
hips with one hand. She turned to the side and bent, a chorus girl pose, bounced up laughing,
shimmying. The girls cried out together, and grabbed each other’s hands. Virginia waved Aileen
off then rubbed her chest. She heard a baby cry behind her, and hoped her apprehension did not
register on her face.
Aileen did not help Virginia get ready, but Virginia was glad that her coworker had come
over to see her off. Virginia wondered if Aileen had sensed how nervous she was, when she told
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Aileen about the date, earlier that week. Now that Aileen was there, it felt like having a younger
sister around. Aileen was someone Virginia could always impress with minimal effort. Virginia
hung the dress back on the closet door, and led Aileen into the kitchen where she poured a glass
of pinot, handed the glass to her hesitant friend, then poured a small glass for herself. She
swished a mouthful around before swallowing it. She the set the glass down, knowing she would
not pick it up again. She only wanted that mouthful, something to wet her palate, something she
could taste, faintly in the corners of her mouth, behind her tongue. Virginia led her friend, who
looked around the house like tourist, spellbound by some new bustling metropolis, into the den
and turned on the television.
“If he shows up while I’m getting ready, could you please bring him in here, offer him a
glass of wine if it’s not too much trouble?” Virginia said.
“What trouble for me or him?” Aileen said. She looked up from the glass, the edge
glinting beneath her nose, the red in in the glass sloshing.
“I don’t know, could be trouble for both of you, if you’re not careful.” Virginia rolled her
eyes in jest, but made no effort to comfort Aileen’s nervous, embarrassed countenance.
Virginia had been in and out of the shower, and was toweling her shin and calf of her leg,
when she heard grumbling of a car engine pull into the drive way. She looked of the window and
saw a Buick LeSabre, dark-chocolate brown, in her driveway. She did not look to see if it was
Teddy in the car. Instead, she dropped the bathroom curtain and ducked from the window. She
finished drying herself, as fast as she could, dropped the towel on the floor and ran into the room
and slipped into the underwear she had laid out on the bed for herself. She heard a loud knocking
on the door, and by the time she heard Teddy’s voice, even from the living room, the surprise in
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voice from being greeted at the door by Aileen. By the time Aileen came back and knocked on
her door, Virginia had slipped five thin, colored bracelets over her right wrist. Before Virginia
could answer, Aileen had stuck her head inside the door.
“Virginia, Teddy’s here,” Aileen said. She giggled and covered her mouth, and reminded
Virginia of one of the young girls in her classroom. Giggling, pointing out the boys they liked
from a safe distance.
“All right, well offer him a glass of wine, and tell him I’ll be out in a second,” Virginia
said.
Aileen was too excited, before Virginia could finish her thought, Aileen had already
ducked back out the door.
“Oh, Aileen,” Virginia said. She made sure to keep her voice melodious, yelling at her
where Teddy could have heard would not have been becoming, not for a woman like Virginia
anyway.
Aileen stuck her head back in the door. This time exasperation fluttered in Aileen’s eyes
like the quick flap of butterfly wings.
“Did you need something else, Virginia?” Aileen said.
“Can you play some music? There should already be a tape in the stereo, in there in the
den. Just press the power button and press play. If you have any problems with the stereo, don’t
worry about it.” She stood, bent over her vanity stand, applying light pats of blush to her cheeks.
Before Virginia could look up and finish her sentence, Aileen had already disappeared
behind the bedroom door. Virginia heard Aileen’s and Teddy’s voices. The voices were muted
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by the walls, and even though Virginia could not hear what they were saying, could not discern
their words, she could gather the jocular tones in their speech. Especially Aileen, whose tone
Virginia found to be a bit too jovial, over the top even. Then Virginia thought, and wondered if
Teddy noticed the same thing. Judging from some of the inferences he had already made about
her, he probably did. She chuckled at the thought of the assured boost to his ego he must’ve been
receiving.
Virginia brushed mascara onto her eyelashes, blinked a few times, then dabbed at the
corners of her eyes, with a small handkerchief, trimmed with roses and lines of embroidery
around its edges. Spreading a dark orange lipstick over her lips, she felt her stomach tighten. It
had been almost three years since Oakland. Three years since any man had touched her. Three
years since she had felt those lumps in her stomach and at the back of her throat, felt the nervous
excitement of being with someone she found intriguing, someone that excited her, someone that
she wanted to impress even. She sat on the bed and slipped her sandals on, clasping them snug
around her ankles. Before she left the bedroom she stopped and spied the picture of her and
Marcus sitting on her night stand. She rubbed her finger over his face and grimaced. Then turned
away from the pictures and fought back the tears that would, for certain ruin her make-up. That’s
when she noticed the music playing in the front room. The music that must’ve been playing for
the last few minutes, but Virginia, in all of her efforts to prepare herself, had not noticed. She
listened closer, and cringed when she heard Denise LaSalle, the words sill muffled by the walls,
but Virginia knew them all too well, Trapped by a Thing Called Love. She wondered if Teddy
would think she had been playing that song thinking about him, of if she had the song cued in
order to send some message to him that she was afraid to relay herself. Virginia looked around
the bedroom, to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She grabbed her purse, checked
126

through it quickly: half a pack of double mint, she dropped the tube of lipstick and the blush she
had used inside, her thin bill folder already in there.
When she walked into the living room she found Teddy sitting on one side of the coffee
table, in the soft velour chair that matched the sofa on the other side of the couch, where Aileen
sat. Each sat with a glass of wine in front of them. Teddy’s glass was nearly empty. When he saw
Virginia he jumped up, so fast, it looked like he was about to turn the entire coffee table over
onto Aileen, who sat with her legs crossed in front of Teddy, showing a bit more of her thigh
than Virginia was comfortable with. Aileen held her wine glass in her head, nearly full, like she
had only taken a sip or two from it, and was only waving the glass around for show. Her facial
expression looked sheepish, coy even, but Virginia did not feel threatened. Judging from
Aileen’s behavior in Handy Park, Virginia had to assume that Aileen was just like her, sexually
repressed, but Virginia did a better job of hiding it. Aileen just looked like she was man crazy,
but only because she had been raised to be so prim and proper, just like Virginia, so when she
got out in the real world amongst real people, who faced real problems, Aileen did not know how
to act. Virginia had known a few women just like her in college. That’s how she knew that her
friend was really a good girl. If she were going to lose control, she would have done it long
before now.
“Virginia, you look, you look beautiful, Lord have mercy, like the sun coming out after
it’s been storming all night.” Teddy stood there crumpling a back fedora, each hand clutching
one side of the wrinkled hat’s brim. He looked shorter than Virginia remembered, even in Handy
Park. When she kissed him on the cheek; the thought still made her blush; she could have sworn
that she had to reach up, even rise to the balls of her feet. However, he looked broader also, and
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that breadth appeared to stretch across the entirety of her living room, eclipsing everything
around behind him in commingled darkness and light.
He looked so much taller on stage, Virginia thought. With one hand she pulled at the
width of her dress and let her knees dip into a small burst of a curtsey.
“You look quite handsome yourself, this evening,” Virginia said. She walked over to
Teddy and straightened his tie and felt his body tense as soon as she touched the blue tie, with its
design of diamond shaped, light grey quadrilaterals. She straightened the tie and pulled the knot
of it snug, underneath Teddy’s chin. This reminded her of Marcus, helping him get ready for
work or some professional development workshop or some speech he was about to give. Except
Marcus was taller, and she would have spent most of the evening preparing his clothes instead of
her own, and if one person would’ve made some off comment about his clothes or even looked at
his ensemble with a crossed eye, he would’ve blamed Virginia, but this man standing in front of
her was dressed to the nines on his own, and she appreciated that.
“Teddy, this is a really nice suit you have on,” Virginia said. “Aileen, what do you
think?” Virginia stood to the side so her friend could get a better look at Teddy. She was
however more concerned with showing off the work she had done with his tie more than
anything.
“Yes, ma’am, he is a looker,” Aileen said, her head to the side. She focused her gaze on
Teddy. “You should’ve brought your friend. What’s his name? We could’ve all gone out
together.”
“Virginia you should’ve said something. We could’ve done that,” Teddy said. He looked
at Virginia, leaning away from her, smiling, feigning like he felt taken aback. “Why didn’t you
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say anything?” His smile plumped his cheeks so, his eyes looked swollen, so when he gave
Virginia a quick wink, she hardly noticed.
Virginia turned to her friend, furrowed her brow and raised an eyebrow.
“So you want to go out with a man, whose name you don’t even know?” Virginia said.
“Shoot, I could get to know his name. Tall and fine as he is, I’ll make one up for him,”
Aileen said.
Virginia, dismayed, looked at her friend, and hoped that her widened eyes would cue the
woman, control yourself, girl, act like a lady, Virginia wanted to scream. Looking at Aileen,
Virginia saw that the woman was oblivious to everything in the room except Teddy and not even
Teddy but the absence of his friend. Just that quick, it was like they were down at Handy Park all
over again.
“Come on now Aileen, I know you can remember his name. It’s easy, all you have to do
is think, about a slab of barbecue ribs and…”
“Pig-Meat,” Aileen said. Her face lit up, like she had just invented fire or split an atom.
Before Aileen could embarrass herself any further, Virginia noted the time and motioned
everyone toward the door. The she stopped, looked at Teddy’s arms and behind his back.
“I thought you had some records you wanted me to listen too,” Virginia said. She put her
knuckles and the back of her fingers against her hip and let her weight shift to one leg. She
looked at Teddy with both her eyebrows raised.
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Aileen joined her friend and raised one of Teddy’s arms, feigning like she was searching
him. “What kind of bluesman are you?” She said. “No records, no horn, how were you planning
on entertaining Virginia?” She felt inside his coat pocket.
Teddy jumped to the side, cringing and grabbed Aileen’s wrist. “Woe, woe, woe, hold on
a second,” he said. “I brought the records, but I left them in the car. I’ll go get them. All you had
to do was ask.”
“No don’t worry about that right now. Let’s just go,” Virginia said. She looked at Teddy
and wondered what had gotten into Aileen. She also wondered if Aileen was aware of the light
that her antics had cast upon on her. Lord, let me get this man out of here before this woman
embarrasses the hell out of all three of us.
“Okay, that sounds great,” Teddy said. “I made some reservations for us at the Four
Seasons. Then after supper, maybe I can talk you into going downtown with me.” He looked at
Virginia sideways, nodding his head, supplicating.
“We’ll see Mr. Rogers. I can’t stay out all late, into the wee hours of the morning,”
Virginia said.
“I know you have papers to grade,” Teddy said.
“Oh after a couple of weeks and a few phone conversations, you know me now? Well if
that’s the case you should know that I don’t rip and run in the streets with strange men.”
“I’m strange now? If I’m so strange why are you going out with me tonight?” Teddy
stood with his hands on his hips.
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“Mr. Rogers, you are strange because, essentially, you a stranger to me. I’m trying to give
the opportunity to become an acquaintance of mine. That’s what this this date is for.” Virginia
held out her arm, bent at the elbow, for Teddy to take hold.
Aileen snickered and covered her mouth with her hand. After Teddy wrapped his arm
around Virginia’s; the three of them walked outside, into waxing night and waning sunset,
folding and funneling into each other.
*******
After Virginia got into the car, she looked around and tried to remember if she had ever
ridden in a car that big before. It felt like riding inside of a tank. Marcus had always driven
Mustangs, and her own car, an Oldsmobile Cutlass was not much bigger. Then she thought back
to her father’s old Ford sedan. That car looked bigger on the outside, but even that car paled in
comparison to the size of this one. This car; however, was nice and clean on the inside, and when
she had gotten in the car she nestled her behind against the leather seats. The car was beautiful,
and Virginia had to wonder how Teddy could afford such a fine car. Did he make that much as
an itinerant trumpet player? Maybe having the blues wasn’t so bad after all. Either way, she
decided not to ask, the truth would reveal itself. All she had to do was sit back, pay attention and
watch for the imminent revelation.
As soon as they walked inside the restaurant, an overzealous host quickly shuffled over
towards the couple. His arms were extended, like he was just about to hug the both of them, and
he wore a beaming glorious smile, like Teddy and Virginia were long lost relatives, returning
from some far travelling sojourn.
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“Teddy,” the host said, elongating the name, shaking his extended arms. “How are you
my brother? You better not had come here looking for trouble. Cause if you have I can sure give
you some.” The host looked over his shoulders, like checking to see if anyone was looking, and
trained his gaze back on Teddy, held up his fists, rolling them beside each other.
“Hey, you better put those hands down. Don’t make me act a fool in front of the lady.
Shoot I’m trying to make a good impression here,” Teddy said.
The two men laughed. The host hugged Teddy, and when he did this, with his face next
to Teddy, looking over teddy’s shoulder, the host stole an eyeful of Virginia’s form. The man’s
face had been shaved clean except for a thin hairline of a moustache and goatee. His hair was
slicked back with grease, lucent in the severe lighting of the room. He looked at Virginia and
gave his eyebrows two quick raises.
“Teddy, you’re not going to introduce me to the lovely lady?” the host said, pulling back
from Teddy, yet keeping an arm around Teddy’s wide shoulders.
“Yeah, man, slow down give me a chance. This is Virginia. Virginia, this is Angelo.
Whenever I play here, Angelo always takes care of me.”
“And your band, you’ve never left here hungry, and while you are here your cup has
never gone empty.” The host cupped his hand and lowered his voice, like he was about to deliver
a secret message to Virginia. “And his band, my god, always thirsty, always hungry,” Angelo
said. Then he winked at Virginia.
Virginia laughed and extended her hand when Angelo reached for it.
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After Angelo kissed Virginia’s hand, under the auspices of Teddy’s smirking
countenance, he turned around, stretched his neck, peering over the crowd bustling inside the
restaurant. He held up his hand and waved someone over with his fingers. A young man,
wearing a black suit, with a white, cloth napkin draped over his arm appeared in front of Angelo.
He grabbed the young man by his shoulder, pointed at Virginia and Teddy, and spoke in the
man’s ear. Angelo did not whisper, but there was quite a bit of noise surrounding them—patrons
conversing with merriment and fervor and plates clinking against silverware and random voices
yelling from some hidden place that Virginia assumed to be the kitchen—so Virginia could
hardly make out what Angelo was saying. All Virginia heard was, “Friend” and “Make sure you
take.” She gathered more from his body language: the way Angelo squeezed the man’s shoulder,
the way Angelo’s finger wagged at her and Teddy, the Angelo shook the man by the neck yet
looked as if he were about to hug the man at any moment.
After Virginia and Teddy were seated the man brought over a bottle of red wine and
filled both of their glasses. Teddy nodded at the man and pointed toward something on the menu
in front of him. The waiter nodded, disappeared into the dark swirling crowd of the restaurant
and emerged ten minutes later, carrying a silver tray with one hand, and a wooden stand that he
unfolded and set by the table. He set a plate of steaming clams and oysters between the couple.
Teddy picked up one of the oysters and smiled at Virginia before he sucked the soft mollusk
from its shell.
“I bet you didn’t think I knew anything about eating oysters did you, Ms. Genie,” Teddy
said. He leaned forward and shook his head at her. “I can come out of the café and do my thing
just as well as I do in South Memphis.”
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“Teddy, you’ve already impressed me enough,” Virginia said, and she laughed for a
moment but choked down her humor when she noticed that Teddy looked embarrassed. He really
was trying to make a good impression. She reached over and picked up a baked clam off the
plate and set it on the small appetizer dish in front of her.
Over dinner and a glass or two of wine, the mood relaxed between the two. They began
to talk about their youth, growing up in South Memphis. They realized they knew many of the
same people, so much so that Virginia wondered how they had gone so long without meeting
each other. Teddy pulled out his wallet, and Virginia felt panic and alarm seize hold of her. What
was Teddy about to show her? Probably some pictures of his wife and kids, she thought, with a
huff of breath filled with the aftertaste of wine and bitter circumstance. She looked with no small
amount of circumspect, as Teddy pulled out a newspaper clipping folded. He unfolded the paper
and handed it to Virginia.
For some reason, she expected to see an obituary, or some article chronicling the grizzly
death of a former lover of Teddy’s, someone important, an ex-wife maybe. Instead there was a
picture of a small boy, playing a trumpet. The boy looked just like Teddy, and for a moment
Virginia thought Teddy was showing her a picture of his son, until she read the caption above the
picture.
Memphis Boy Serenades Listeners during the Unveiling of WC Handy Statue
Virginia looked at the picture of the boy, lips pursed, jaws clenched, deep dimples
creasing his face. His eyes innocent of everything temporal, including his horn.
“That’s me when I was a little boy,” he said.
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Virginia looked around. She found Teddy’s fervor crude, but he knew people on the
restaurant’s staff. Maybe he felt comfortable stretched over the table pointing a scrap of
newspaper. He probably played there with his band, and there was no telling what he had gotten
into, late at night, in this place. His finger slender and brown, his fingernail chewed off but clean.
Virginia wanted to jump from the table and run around the restaurant in circles, shouting praises,
shimmying. What if his nail had been manicured? Inside she shuddered, looked at the newspaper
and nodded. Teddy folded the article and started for his wallet, but Virginia caught his arm.
“Wait, let me read it,” she said.
The article, two columns beneath a picture of a twelve year old Teddy, posing like the
bronze statue behind him, holding his trumpet in front of him, looking off, staring at a lightning
striking in the distance, spent two lines on the boy. She read them below Teddy’s gnawed
fingernail. The young man, who started playing the trumpet by accident, a gift from a father who
had probably half listened to his son and bought the wrong gift, Virginia would deduce later.
The article said, Teddy had asked his father for a bugle, for his seventh birthday, but his
father had given him the trumpet instead. According to the article the boy had not only been a
natural, taking to the instrument from an extremely young age, but he could already read music.
He had hopes of joining the Booker T Washington Band Ensemble when he became old enough
to attend high school. There he would be in good company indeed as the city still beamed with
pride from the accomplishments of Jimmy Lunceford, who after a glorious tenure teaching music
at Booker T Washington High school, went on to conquer music around the world, performing in
New York City’s Apollo Theater, The Copacabana, and even the famed Cotton Club.
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Virginia added a line of her own. The same hopeful breath the city mourns even now, for
the unavoidable loss of one of its sons Marcus Fischer.
She put her hand over Teddy’s, crumpling the newspaper. When she looked into his face
she saw much of the boy from the news story, maybe too much.
Dinner ended after four courses were whisked to their table, like they had been carried on
a gentle breeze, strong enough somehow to ease the plates to and from the table in gusts of
flashing wind. Outside Teddy pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered Virginia one. After she
declined, with a sheepish smile and a single wave of her hand, he made a gesture, both hands up,
cigarette in one, lighter in the other, pose asking if it were all right to smoke and expected
approval, whole hearted or not.
“I don’t mind if you smoke,” she said. In fact she felt relieved that he had lit up; he’d
stink and that would make him less attractive. She thought about the drive home, and imagined
walking with him to her doorstep. He would embrace her, try to kiss her, ask to come inside for a
night cap—just one glass of wine. She held back a sneer as she thought about the scent of the
cigarette, the steak, and the cognac he had drunk at dinner. “You’re not going to smoke in the car
are you,” she asked.
The drive took just over eleven minutes. Teddy pulled into her driveway, turned the car
off and turned to her resting his back against the car door.
“Ms. Genie, I enjoyed dinner with you tonight. I hope you’ll let me call on you again,
sometime soon.” He rested his elbow against the steering wheel and brushed his eyebrow with
his index finger.
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Virginia had expected Teddy to get out and open the door for her when they pulled up to
the house. She touched the door handle, then thought better, removing her hand with ease and
resting it in her lap.
“I enjoyed dinner too, even though you were kind of loud. You must be friends with the
owner?”
For a second, Teddy pressed back against the car door. “Loud, I wasn’t talking… Oh
yeah, me and the manager go way back. I’ve played at quite a few of his parties, his daughter’s
wedding, and he always uses the restaurant staff , you know, so they can make some money on
the side.” He shifted his back from the car door and let it rest more on the seat, about halfway,
closer to Virginia. “That’s why me and Angie are so cool. That’s my rap. Don’t let him fool you
either, he’s way worse than me. Hold on, let me be quiet before I tell off on myself.”
They both laughed. First Teddy, his voice felt like it shook the car, it filled everything,
including Virginia, to the point mirth crept from her stomach and exploded from her mouth. She
laughed long and hard herself. She hadn’t laughed like that in years, not since Marcus. If
someone would have asked her why she was laughing so hard, she would not have been able to
explain. Still, she leaned forward, shoulders shaking and grabbed the dashboard. Tears ran down
the side of the side of her face.
“Hold on I want to show you something,” he said, still chuckling.
Uh-oh, here it comes, Virginia thought. Her laughter waned, she sat up, watched as
Teddy got out of the car. She listened as he popped the trunk of the car, pulled something out,
and closed it again. When he got back in the car, he had a stack of records in his lap.
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“Here goes those albums I was telling you about,” he said, thumbing through the stack of
cardboard sleeves. He looked at Virginia and jumped. “Why are you looking at me like that?” he
said.
“No reason,” she said, smiled, rolled her eyes. She patted her lap with her pinky and
finger, blew a guffaw and looked back at him. “Which records did you bring?” She leaned over,
stretched her neck. “I see you have Blind Lemon Jefferson, that’s a good one.”
Teddy snatched the stack of albums, clutching it against his chest. “Naw, I brought the
records, if you want to hear them, let me play them for you. He snapped his finger and sang, “Let
me play the blues for you.”
They both laughed and Virginia reared her head and held her stomach with one hand.
Then she looked at Teddy, the wrinkles in the corners of his eyes; she tried to remember seeing a
pair of rounder, cheeks, as full as his, but in that lost she lost herself, staring at his smile. She
shook her head and stared through the windshield at her front door.
“I have enjoyed myself tonight, Mr. Rogers. More than I have in long time, thank you,”
she said. “So are you going to walk me to my door or sit there holding those albums?”
Teddy bucked his eyes, shook his head and chuckled. “Woman you are something else.
You are something else, you know that?”
She smiled and straightened and straightened her back against the vinyl seats. Bluesman,
bluesman, bluesman, she thought, watching him walk around to open her door. What am I going
to do with you?
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When he took her hand, she did not resist and their fingers clasped around each other’s,
and their hands swung as they walked. With the yellow of the porch light overhead, Teddy
wrapped his arms around Virginia’s waist and pulled her into his arms. Her hands fell against his
shoulders; one heel flew up behind her. He kissed her cheek, but when he went for her lips she
pulled away. His lips pursued hers, a chase of bumbling Keystone coppers. Their heads moved
side to side, oscillating rhythm. Until she finally stopped and pecked Teddy on the lips, with hers
puckered, as if glued together. She dropped her head and rubbed his chest. Something cold ached
inside of her, like tips of icicles scraping against her lungs, but she also felt like she was burning,
and she could not tell the difference between the yearnings awakening inside of her, and the guilt
pressing down on top of her and suffocating her.
“I enjoyed your company tonight. I really did, but I have to go,” She thought about the
strong chest, pressed against her bosom, the steely arms wrapped about her waist and pushed at
them, prying herself from his grip. “Seriously, Teddy, it’s late. I have to go now.”
She watched as Teddy dropped his arms and stepped back, his eyes supplicating. Virginia
did not want to believe the pain and rejection she saw in those dark eyes that only moments ago
had shone so bright.
“Are you going to call me when you get home?” She asked. “Let me know you arrived
safely?”
For a moment Teddy said nothing. He put his hands in his pockets and stared at the
ground, and when he looked up at Virginia, his face, overcome with sadness. Virginia did not
trust this sadness even though it looked and felt genuine even in her own heart.
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“Sure, Virginia, I’ll call you tomorrow night,” Teddy said. He managed a weak smile,
and his eyes looked Virginia over, considering her form. Then he turned his back to her and
stared out into the open night. He looked back, over his shoulder and said, “You sure you won’t
be busy?”
“I’m always busy, Teddy, but I won’t be too busy,” she said. “I’ll make time to talk,
okay?”
Teddy looked at his wristwatch. “Well, I got a set about to start in few minutes. I should
probably be heading out anyway.” He had already left the porch and started for the car by the
time he finished that last statement.
Virginia watched those broad shoulders, blocking her view of everything in front of him,
like a piece of the night sky, walking the earth as a man. She watched the back of his hat, the
wedging of his back, from his shoulders, his tight buttocks, moving beneath his slacks and the
back of his dark, suit coat. Marcus had been taller, and while his shoulders had been wide,
Teddy’s possessed far more breadth, like something heavy weighing upon his shoulders, atlas
holding up the sky, or the blues god, supporting Beale Street on one shoulder and the Mississippi
River on the other. She stood there watching, waiting on Teddy to turn around so she could wave
goodbye, but he kept staring forward, even when he fumbled through his pockets for his car keys
and grabbed the door handle. Virginia heard the soft cry of a baby behind her, behind the door,
but she knew the house was empty. She sighed and looked at the sky, called Teddy’s name. He
did not look up, but opened the car door and stuck his foot inside. She called his name louder this
time, much louder. A dark barked somewhere in the surrounding dark of the neighborhood. This
caught Teddy’s attention, and he stood there, with the door open, one foot inside the car.
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“Why don’t you come inside and play a couple of your records for me. Before you head
downtown,” she said. She let out a low humph, when Teddy’s face brightened. Virginia turned
around, pulled her keys from her purse, and unlocked her front door. She walked inside the
house and left the door open behind her.
She set her purse down on the end table next to her sofa, went to the bar and mixed two
light glasses of cognac and seltzer. She was pouring Teddy’s drink when she heard him walk
through the open door behind her.
“Could you close the door and lock it for me please,” she said, without turning from the
bar. She put a straw in her drink, which was really just for show, she hated cognac and only kept
it for company.
She brought the drinks over and set both of them on the coffee table, in front of Teddy,
sitting there with his knees pressed together, the stack of records on his lap, and both his hands
clasped together over the stack. Sitting there, with his back straight against the sofa and his hands
folded in front of him, he looked more like one of Virginia’s students, than the wild bluesman
who had blown her mind from the Beale Street stage. He leaned forward, grabbed the glass, took
in a mouthful and smacked his lips when he swallowed it.
“Now, you thought I played the blues for you downtown. I’m about to blow your mind. Is
that your stereo?” He pointed at the silver component set, across from them, leaned forward, with
his mouth turned down.
“Yes, now hold on, Teddy. Do you know how to work that thing?” she said, cringed and
shivered, soon as the words escaped. No telling where his nasty little mind went to. Virginia
expected some slick response and deceitful laugh, a laugh trying to convince her that his interest
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was more than carnal appetite. He said nothing, and she watched him from behind, opening the
sepia, plastic top of the turntable. He took the record out of the sleeve, and she glanced through
the rest of the stack he left on the couch. B. B. King, Live from Cook County Jail, Little Milton
Sings Big Blues, Albert King, I’ll Sing the Blues for You, she wondered why he didn’t play that
one first, as she looked past that album, at Johnny Taylor, turned toward her forehead glazed
with sweat, microphone glinting beneath his set of gapped, top teeth.
“Tell me what you know, about this one here,” he said. He turned around and walked
back to the couch, reaching for his glass, as the record crackled, like the crunch of balling paper,
or a campfire.
Soon as she heard the strumming, the guitars singing and following the haint’s footsteps,
serenading the dead girl, as she walked and swayed, going to meet old Scratch himself. That’s
what her father had told her the first time she heard him play that record. Back when she was a
little girl, when her aunt and her Uncle Lee would come over on Friday nights to drink and listen
to music. When she had cried, it was her uncle who consoled her, patted her back, until she
stopped sobbing and sniffling. He calmed her down and told her that it was just a song, and that
the man who sang it, didn’t have that intention at all, but her father did not back down. He
derided Virginia more, to the unattended protests of her mother and aunt, until he came to blows
with her uncle. Now Virginia sat on the couch and wondered why, of all the blues songs to
choose from, he would play this one. Almost as if he had known that her father had scared her so
bad, she would hide under the bed whenever he played that Leadbelly record, known that her
father had worked as a switchman for BNSF railroad company and died just like the man in the
song, known that her husband had been murdered for educating and loving children.
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Virginia screamed soon as she heard Leadbelly’s voice. She put her hands over her ears
and kept screaming, as Teddy dropped his glass on the table, jumped up and made for the
component set.
Right before she began screaming, staring into her lap, from many miles, she heard
Teddy call and ask her what she knew about the blues, and she felt something brush against her
arm, and in her mind’s eye, saw her father wrapped around the grinding wheel of a train.
“Turn it off, turn it off,” she said. “What’s wrong with you? You don’t ever play that
song. Get out.”
“Wait, what are you talking about? I thought you liked the blues baby. Now hold on.”
He reached for her elbow, but she jumped back flailed her arms in front of her. He stood
back with his hands held up, like he’d been accosted. She lay on the couch, sobbed with her
hands covering her face. He knelt beside her and put his arm around her and she backed into the
couch and he moved with her, until her back was against it. He kissed her knuckles, and shook
his head, then he tried to pull her hands away from her eyes, though not much.
“Baby, what’s wrong? What did I do? Virginia, please, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare
you.” He rubbed from her forehead back over her hair.
“You did, coming over here, playing that scary song.”
“Baby, I’m sorry. I will never play the song again, ever.”
Teddy kept pulling at Virginia until she gave up, and let him embrace her. When she felt
his chest against her head and his hand against her back, she shook, rubbed her face against the
couch, opened an eye and looked at Teddy through her fingers. She grabbed his shirt, balling it
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into a knot inside her fist, pulled closer. She heaved, and her body rattled, and she coughed like
she had pneumonia. She wrapped her arms around his neck, rubbed the back of his head and
nestled her forehead against his chest. From the dark of the kitchen, an infant called for her, she
squeezed Teddy’s neck and pressed her cheek against his, and wondered if he’d heard the baby
too. He kissed her forehead, her cheek. She turned her head when he tried her lips, laughed,
when he looked perturbed, and kissed him. His moustache tickled her lip and she tasted
cigarettes and the whiskey he had with dinner. She couldn’t remember if she had locked the
door, the lights on the component set glowed, lurid capsules of green and red light. They kissed
deeper, her hand went up the back of his neck and the hair there felt moist with grease, but it was
soft, and comforting with the film of sweat slicking his skin. He pressed against her and in spite
of better judgment, she allowed herself to be pushed, back into the soft fold of the sofa. When he
climbed on top of her and she heard his shoes hit the floor, she put her hands at his chest and
pushed him back.
“I don’t know you,” Virginia said. “I only met you two weeks ago.” She spoke to herself
more so than Teddy. She wondered; what was it about this man? How in the hell did he end up in
her house, on her couch, between her legs? She patted his cheek. “No, I can’t do this, and don’t
you have a gig to go to?”
“I know, Ms. Genie. I’m just as shocked as you.” He said. He rubbed his hand over her
cheek, which was still damp, slid his finger down to her chin, lifted her head and kissed her neck.
“I didn’t expect to be in here with you like this.”
She pulled her head back and smirked. You must think I’m a damn fool.
“What about your gig?” she asked. She pressed a finger against his chest and rubbed.
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“It’s plenty of people that can fill in for me. I can stay here with you all night.”
“And do what.”
“Whatever you like, baby. I can play some more music, if you want me too.”
He made like he was getting up. She hugged his neck, wrapped her legs around his.
“I don’t want to hear anymore music. Not right now.”

April, 20 2013, Memphis, TN
Virginia slept, curled on her side, in the soft armchair, her hand lolling over the night
stand, above a cup of cold coffee. The room black and still, except for the random frost of
headlights shining through the sheer of the curtains. She dreamed of a river, with rows of cotton
lining its banks, fluffs of white expanse, stretching far as she could see. She wore a blue A-line
skirt that stopped just above her knees, a short blue jacket buttoned over a white shirt and saddle
shoes, with laced socks, she’d worn the same outfit to the Cotton Maker’s Jubilee, when she was
twelve. The first year she had won the carnival’s essay writing contest. She heard a noise
crescendo, in the distance behind her, turned to see a parade, the length of it long and serpentine,
curving behind it up hills of soft, white against molten sunset. She thought they were playing,
she thought she heard the Memphis Blues, but the ground rumbled beneath her, and she fell. The
cotton replaced by gravel. She scooped fists of it as she stood. A horn sounded, two low blasts,
encompassing everything. A train barreled past, slow enough for Virginia to see her father
through the window of the engine. Behind the conductor’s wheel, he looked down at her and
smiled.
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“Daddy wait, stop,” she said. She ran for a while beside the train, but she couldn’t keep
up, so she slowed to a flailing stop and watched it chug between dilapidated factories, mountains
of rusted metal and broken windows. She heard a voice singing, then realized it was her own.
My husband was a railroad man, killed a mile and a half from here
His head they found in a driver’s wheel, but his body never found
Black girl, black girl, where will you go?
She awoke to her Bluetooth buzzing in her ear, Leadbelly haunting her last sleeping
moments. She blinked her eyes and stretched her face. She turned the buzzer off the Bluetooth,
fumbled between the cup of coffee and the lamp and grabbed her cellphone. Rachel had called
three times, 6:54 am, 7:37 am, and 8:12 am, Virginia shook her head and stretched with the
phone in her hand. The light of morning settled over everything in the room like fresh dew. She
hadn’t heard Teddy come in through the night, and not only did the room look undisturbed it felt
that way as well. Still, she walked up the stairs and peeked in bedroom and felt surprised when
he wasn’t there. If he left without his truck, somebody must’ve seen something, a car in front of
the house. She sat on the bed and clenched the sheets inside her fists, tilted her head back.
“Call Lieutenant Davis,” Virginia said and sighed.
The computerized voice from the Bluetooth spoke the words back to Virginia, the sound
of numbers dialing; the phone rang twice before someone answered.
“Hey, Ms. Lady, how have you been?” Lieutenant Davis said. Her voice was round,
ready to burst like ripe grapes.
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“I’ve been better, Stacey,” Virginia said. She rubbed fingers under her chin, across her
neck.
“What? Hold on, Ms. Rogers,” Stacey said. Her voice drifted, like she had turned her
head from the phone.
Footsteps clicked through the receiver of the cell phone. There had been a significant
amount of yelling in the background. Now it had been reduced to the dull drone of someone
cupping her ears with her hands.
“Okay, First Lady, I’m sorry. I’m up here trying to make sure these babies get to class.
What’s going on? Is everything all right?” She said. Her voice cracked when she said right. Then
she cleared her throat.
“My husband is missing. I mean, when I got home yesterday. He wasn’t here, but his car
is still in the driveway. I don’t know, Stacey. He might have run off knowing him, but it seems
like he would have taken his car. You know?” Virginia threw up her hand.
“Well, Ms. Rogers, I hate to hear that. How long has he been gone?” Stacey said. “Wait
one second, Ms. Rogers. I’m so sorry.” Children giggled in the background. “Y’all turn around.
You can’t come this way.”
“But my class is right there,” a child’s voice.
“Young men, if either of you takes one more step, you all will regret it. I assure you. Now
turn on around and go to class. Thank you,” Stacey said. Rubber from tennis shoes squeaked
against plastic tile. “First Lady I’m so sorry. You know how these babies are.” Stacey laughed,
but the sound trailed weak at the end.
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“I don’t know, Stacey. I left the house. He was in the den watching television. He said he
was out of cigarettes. That was around six o’clock. I went and had dinner at the casino, and when
I got back he was gone.” She got up and walked to the window, cracked the curtain just enough
to peep through it. The sun was bright and hot through the window, and it made Virginia squint
and wonder, already in May?
“Have the two of you had any altercation recently,” Stacey said. “Only asking because,
that’s what they would ask you.”
“No we haven’t. We have disagreements like every couple. We’ve been married thirty
five years,” Virginia said. She frowned and looked at the phone, looked out the crack between
curtains, this time making sure to keep her face out of the sunlight glaring against the window.
“No, no, I don’t mean any harm, Ms. Rogers, but if he doesn’t come home and you have
to file a report, these are the questions they will ask you. Now he has to be missing at least
twenty four hours before you can file a report, and since it’s not a child. They might advise you
to wait another day or two, but if you think he may be in trouble, don’t listen to them, file the
report as soon as you can.”
“Well can you meet me down at the precinct in the morning?” Virginia said. She rubbed
her forehead. “I don’t want, and I hate to ask, but I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“It’s no problem at all, ma’am. I can meet you down there after my pre-work meeting.”
“Thank you, Stacey. I really appreciate that.”
“Now, Ms. Rogers, stop that. If you ever need anything don’t even think twice, just call
me okay?”
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“That’s very nice of you. Hopefully, he’ll come up in here dragging today sometime,
looking crazy, and I won’t have to worry you in the morning.”
“I’m sure he will, Ms. Rogers. You know, somebody asked about you the other day. Mr.
Cunningham. Do you remember him?”
“Of course I do. Both of you started the same year. How’s he doing?”
“He’s doing good, ma’am. We were working the hallways after school, and he just
brought your name up out of the blue. He said, “If it wasn’t for you he wouldn’t have made it
that first year.”
Virginia laughed. “I remember I had hall duty with Mr. Cunningham. He had that timid,
little voice. Those children used to run all over him.”
“Child, they had me in his room almost every day, for like the whole first month.” Stacey
chuckled through the phone, wheezing between the words.
“Mr. Cunningham became a great teacher. I sat him down and showed him a couple of
things. I told him. You cannot be timid with these children. Because you know we had some
babies. It took him a few more weeks, but he eventually got it.”
“You ought to see him now, Ms. Rogers. His classrooms are quiet. In fact, he’s been
helping other teachers who have problems disciplining their kids.”
“Well, I have to go, Stacey,” Virginia said. She thought of Marcus and the way he walked
through the halls at Booker T Washington High School, when she was still a student there. It was
like he and the school were one, like the students could feel his presence, in every tile, every
gold painted brick, every black board and textbook, every teacher and custodian. They could feel
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his presence through each other. The classes would quiet, when he walked the halls. His heels
could be heard clicking up and down the hallways. When they moved between classes, he would
stand in middle of the hall way, watching as they walked, with brisk gait, around him, right side
of the hallway moving in one direction, the left moving in another.
After Virginia hung up the phone, she walked downstairs, headed for Teddy’s truck in the
carport. Before she could make it out of the kitchen, into the den and the back door, the doorbell
rang behind her. She wondered who could be at the door, unannounced, this time of the morning.
That fool must’ve lost his keys, she thought. She made for the door, her face squeezing
into a scowl as she stomped. How dare he keep her up worrying like that? He probably smells
like a damn fish he’s so drunk. She swung the door open, ready to tell Teddy to go back to
whore’s house and find his keys, but instead of Teddy, Aileen stood on the other side of the glass
and black, wrought iron of the storm door, waving, balancing a cup holder with two coffees,
brown satchel strapped across her chest and torso like a bandolier.
“Hey girl, hold on one second, let me get my keys, real quick,” Virginia said. She went
into the kitchen, got the keys out of her purse. Soon as the lock clicked and the storm door
cracked, Aileen pushed her through, past Virginia, headed straight for the kitchen, and set the
coffees and her satchel on the kitchen table.
“Morning, Genie,” Aileen said. She plucked one of the cups from the holder and turned
to Virginia, letting her weight shift to one side of her hips and one leg. She took the top off the
coffee and blew into it, took, with great circumspect, a small, puckered sip. She smacked her lips
and smiled at Virginia. “So are you ready? I believe we’re going to achieve some wonderful
things tonight. I think this party is going to be a great success.”
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Party, yes, I forgot just that quick, damn, Virginia thought. “Is that my coffee?” Virginia
said, pointing at the lone cup on the table.
“Hey, have at it,” Aileen said. “I would’ve brought three, but I knew Teddy wouldn’t up
to drink it. Didn’t he play last line?”
“Girl, Teddy hasn’t been home since yesterday.” She grabbed the warm cup from the
table, popped off the black top and tasted the coffee. She smacked her lips three times. Okay, she
thought, not my French Roast, but it’s all right. She leaned against the counter behind her, folded
her arms, sipped again.
“Girl, what else is new?” Aileen said, fumbling through her satchel. She pulled out a
manila folder set it on the table. “He’ll be all right wherever is he is.”
Aileen smelled of faint perfume, roses whispering; the scent comingled with the coffee
and relaxed Virginia. Somewhere, away in the distance, a lawnmower buzzed. Aileen opened the
manila folder, pulled a pen from her satchel. She smiled when she looked at Virginia, but her
face went cross, soon as their gazes met.
“What’s going on, Genie? Is everything okay with you two? He is coming home today,
right?” Aileen pulled a pair of glasses, from a soft looking brown case. When she put the glasses
on, her eyes opened, and this look was more becoming for her, showed of the smooth curves of
her face, her eyes brighter, more bedazzling. No wonder, she wore them all the time. Now Aileen
looked serious, full of intent, and Virginia wondered how her friend’s clients must feel sitting
across from her, closing on their first home, enraptured, amazed, nestled in the wings of Mother
Nature herself.
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Virginia nodded toward the den and the back door. “He left his truck and his horn,” she
said.
“So you don’t think he’s coming back?” Aileen set her pencil down.
“I don’t know. He can do whatever he wants to do.” She waved her hand at Aileen.
“Come on, show me what you have, let’s get started.”
“But the party is this afternoon. The entire business is focused around him, the club, the
scholarship fund, the museum. Oh my God, what is he doing, Genie?”
“Girl, I don’t know, but we have too much to do right now. We need to get started.”
Virginia sat down at the table, took another sip of coffee. “How many RSVP’s do we have?”
Aileen pushed her glasses up her nose, ran the same index across the paper, in front of
her. “Um, one hundred, fifty seven,” she said.
“Good, good, so all the event people should be over by noon?”
“They should actually start showing up at ten.” She looked at the clock, then at Virginia.
“That gives us just over an hour. You need to get dressed. How long is that going to take?”
Aileen sighed and rolled her heads toward the ceiling, toward the maple ceiling fan above their
hands, blades swooping in slow circles, like buzzards.
“Don’t you worry about that,” Virginia said. “Besides, I have to go next door and
straighten up over there, just in case.” Virginia shook her head and held the side it, her hand
rubbing her cheek and eye.
“Teddy didn’t do it?” Aileen asked.

152

“No, I just, I don’t know what to do with Teddy. I’m so tired of him. Somehow he
manages to fuck up everything. I should have known he would pull this shit today. He knows
what he’s doing.”
“You’ve been tired of Teddy for over twenty five years. If he doesn’t show up, we can
tell everybody he had a gig out of town or something.”
“No, that sounds too vague. He had a family emergency. If someone presses more than
that, I don’t know. Wait, let me think. Oh my, everybody is going to be asking about him.”
“Well he might come back before then,” Aileen said.
Virginia looked at Aileen with raised eyebrows, said nothing.
“Well, no matter what, the show must go on.” Aileen held her finger in the air, feigning
loft and pretentiousness.
“Girl, we’ll be all right. This might work in our favor,” Virginia said.
“Oh and how so?” Aileen let he glasses slide down her nose and smirked, looking up at
Virginia.
“Well, the more people have to reach for you the more they want you.”
The women shared a nod, Aileen looked back at her folder, skimming down the page, she
went over the party logistics with Virginia. Aileen sounded off a few of the names from the guest
list, the most noteworthy names. Aileen made a note, to call Pig-Meat and let him know, he
would probably have to front the band tonight, unless he had a singer he could bring along.
Aileen asked about the caterer and where would the food be set-up. Virginia, half listening,
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stared over the edge of the coffee cup, held right beneath her lips. She thought about Teddy, and
why had he chosen today, of all days to pull a disappearing act. Maybe he didn’t want to be
involved in the party or restaurant. Had he given up on the blues, like he’d given up on their
family? Still, one hundred people in the backyard, there to hear him play, there was no way he
would pass on that. Not the way he loved performing. That’s the only time when he seemed
alive.
“Damn, Teddy,” Virginia said. She whispered the words into hollow of the coffee cup, as
she took one final sip.
“Huh, what you’d say?” Aileen asked.
“Nothing,” Virginia said. “Your nephew is going to arrive around four o’clock right,”
Virginia said. She thought, four o’clock, around that time, have Rach somewhere close,
somewhere Virginia could reach out and touch in an instant. Harry had shown interest in Rach
years ago, and Virginia had done her best to get the two of them together, but Rach did not care
for the man, and Virginia could not understand why. Aileen’s nephew was handsome, nice broad
shoulders that made his suits fit so nice, the man was educated—in fact he was currently at work
on a dissertation for a doctorate in education. His interest in Rachel was genuine. He had pursued
Virginia’s daughter for years. Both of the children had attended Bishop Byrne Catholic School,
where Harold followed Rachel around, professing his love, despite Rachel’s innumerable
rejections. The two had even gone to prom together, a date arranged by Virginia, facilitated by
Aileen, treasured by Harold, dreaded by Rachel, and usurped by Teddy. The night of the prom,
Teddy had not been there to see them off, but somehow he had appeared at the dance, playing his
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trumpet, as the seniors danced their final social together. He rode home, reeking of Hennessey,
sitting between the two teenagers.
“Of course he’ll be here,” Aileen said. “He’s been practicing that speech for three weeks
straight. He said he couldn’t thank you enough for helping him write it.”
“It wasn’t any bother, and I was happy to do it. Reminded me of the days when I used to
help him with his reading and his cursive.” Virginia said. She chuckled and so did Aileen. “So
long as he remembers, who’s looking out for his best interests.”
Aileen looked at her friend, a cross stare, a look she had given Virginia for over twenty
years, a look that always reeled Virginia in.
“I remember when Harry used to drive you crazy with all those comics, just drawing all
day,” Virginia said.
“He used to make me so mad,” Aileen said. “Every time you turn around, he’s like this.”
She hunched over, feigned like she was scribbling, her free hand cradled the paper, as if
inscribing the sigil of some ancient, furtive order. Then she put her hand to her face, thumb
against her ear—pinky in front of her mouth. “His teacher calling every night, how did that make
me look?”
“But we got him together. I knew…” The Bluetooth buzzed and Rachel’s name lit across
the bright blues and white of the morning wallpaper on Virginia’s phone
“Hold on, Aileen,” Virginia said. She answered the telephone. Rachel crying, yelling, like
she did as a child, saying she had not been to sleep, and she had been calling all morning.
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“Hush now, Rachel, I don’t have time for this right now. I need you here in no more than
a couple of hours. Bring your clothes with you. You can dress here.”
Rachel’s voice lowered a bit. Still she sobbed with all the bitterness of a lover forlorn.
She asked if her father had been home yet, or had he at least called?
“No, Rach, I haven’t heard from your father at all, and we still have the party this
afternoon. I need you now more than ever. That’s why I said for to you to come on over, but hold
up on getting dressed.”
Virginia ushered her crying daughter off the phone and slipped it into the pocket of her
housecoat. She looked, from the kitchen, through the sheer of the curtains, covering the window
in the den. The back of Teddy’s Ford Explorer glowed, with the brightness intensifying against
its middle, as if a sliver of the sun had dripped over it, like a broken egg yolk.
*****
By the time Rachel let herself through the den door, caterers had arrived and even the
band. Pig-Meat and the rest of the musicians were outside, setting up their instruments. PigMeat, himself, was also working with the DJ he had brought from his night club, another one of
Teddy’s friends from South Memphis. Virginia had just finished showering and dressing herself,
and she stood at the bottom of the stairs, clipping the second of two gold earrings, the circles
trimmed in small diamonds. Rachel stood, arms filled with bags, in front of her mother. Virginia
shook her head as her daughter moved from side to side, feigning a running back, attempting to
get around a lineman, feigning as if she were trying to get around Virginia. When the mother did
not move, the daughter finally gave up and stood, looking up at her mother with a cross facial
expression.
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“Uh, momma,” Rachel said. She made a gesture, with an arm buried beneath a pile of
clothes, for Virginia to step to the side and clear the stairs.
Virginia looked at the dress Rachel carried, wrapped inside the plastic case from the dry
cleaners, draped across her arm. Virginia nodded. Thank God she didn’t wear any light colors;
her butt would look big enough in the black, anything lighter, like white or beige, and it would
be like a refrigerator walking around, or one of the tables tied to the back of her. A good one,
Virginia thought with a sheepish, half smile. I’ll have to use that one later.
“Did you bring the bottled water?” Virginia asked.
“It’s in my trunk, momma. Would you move,” Rachel said. She made the gesture again,
this time with both arms. Then she let her arms flop, turned to the side and tried to scoot by
Virginia.
“Wait a minute. There’s no way I’m going to stand here while you try to squeeze past
me,” Virginia said, stepping down, from the last step. “You might crush me or get my clothes all
wrinkled.” Virginia stood back, her arms spread, acting as if she were being pressed against an
invisible.
Rachel rolled her eyes and stomped up the stairs. Virginia watched her daughter walk up
the stairs, the girl’s butt cheeks bouncing with each step.
It looks like two boys, fighting in your pants. No wonder those old men were drooling all
over her. Virginia looked down at her own hips, curvy but not like Rachel’s, but only old drunks
liked all those hips and ass. If Rachel wanted a husband, one worth a damn, she would have to
lose weight. She just doesn’t even know. When she gets that shape together; she’ll be the baddest
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woman walking. Virginia pictured Rachel, thirty pounds lighter, something similar to the way
she looked prom night. This thought made Virginia smile, as she walked out the den door, into
the backyard, to check on Aileen and the party preparations.
At one thirty in the afternoon, the sun had travelled past its position overhead and had
now come to rest in the western part of the sky. The shadows on the ground, thrown to the east,
were still short. The voices of the caterers and the decorators swept across Virginia like gale
wind, soon as she stepped outside. A man carrying a six-foot step ladder, jostled past Virginia,
disappeared around the side of the carport. She followed the man, who had nodded as he passed
her, and almost tripped over a crate of albums, when she rounded the carport. She bit her lip,
held her imprecation. On the ground there were several milk crates filled with records, and
Virginia followed the short trail until it led to and made a semicircle around two sets of feet. One
set were in the shoes Virginia had complimented a couple of hours earlier. The other feet were
dressed in a pair of black and lime trimmed Nike tennis shoes that were clean, but inappropriate
for the day’s activity. The tennis shoes were big, size fourteens she assumed, and she did not
have to look up to see who they belonged. Before she could, Pig-Meat was already calling her
name, already waving her over. He wore a black nylon jogging suit, with lime stripes trimming
the legs and sleeves, as well as a black hat, with a green swoosh symbol on the front. He held a
bottle of Coca-Cola, which he sipped before beckoning her once more. Aileen could not hide the
chagrin, from their private moment being interrupted.
You would think these two would’ve gotten married after all this time, everything they’ve
been through, Virginia thought.
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“Come on over here, First Lady. Maybe you can settle this little disagreement I’m having
with your friend, over here,” Pig-Meat said. Grinning, he cut his eyes at Aileen.
“She’s going to tell you the same thing,” Aileen said.
“What, what are you two debating over now,” Virginia said. She noticed Russell did not
ask her about Teddy. Either he knew where Teddy was, or Aileen had already told him that
Teddy had not come home yet. The latter was more likely, judging from the way Pig-Meat and
Aileen loved to gossip, the form their failed attempt at a relationship had taken, a way for them
to release the sexual tension between the two of them.
“Genie, would you tell this woman. That was 1976 when we all met, that day out in
Handy Park,” Pig-Meat said.
“No, Russell, it was 1975, the same year I got my masters,” Virginia said. Two years
after Marcus was murdered and I returned to Memphis, she thought.
Virginia and Aileen stood, one to Pig-Meat’s left, the other at his right. Aileen smirking
arms folded, Virginia, lips pursed, eyebrows rose, her hand against her hip.
Across the backyard, people scampered and jostled. They hung streamers and crepe
lanterns, soft pinks and yellows, lilacs. People hustled around a set of tables, covered with white
table cloths and assorted finger foods. They were unfolding and aligning metal chairs in rows
that would face the back of the carport, where Pig-Meat’s DJ equipment sat, assembled, ready to
go, as well as two more members of Teddy’s band, who were setting up their instruments. A man
putting together a set of drums turned to Virginia and waved.
“Genie,” Pig-Meat said, tapped her arm, so tall he had to bend forward.
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The sun fell in sky, the light felt warm, against the cool air left over from the morning.
From the back yard, Virginia looked out, onto the street in front of the house. A young man
walking up, arms filled with cords, a stage monitor and microphone on top, smiling at Virginia.
He nodded, asked how she was doing, as he walked past. Then he stood in front of Pig-Meat, the
young man’s triceps and forearms tensed.
“Just put it back there, son.” Pig-Meat said. He threw up a thumb, pointed behind him.
The young man walked around, set the bundle behind Pig-Meats turntables, leaning on
one leg, forward, like he was about to tip over, but he kept his balance, braced against the pile
and pushed himself up.
“Come on over here, man,” Pig-Meat says. “Genie, you remember my nephew Stan.”
“Of course I do,” Virginia said. “Patricia’s son, my lord, it’s been over twenty years. I
remember when you were a little boy, not much older than Rachel,” and she remembered the
young’s man mother. The woman had taken Stan to Chicago, after finding her husband involved
with another man. Virginia patted the boy on his back. “All this time, what have you been up
to?”
Stan nodded at Virginia and rubbed his stomach. Then leaned back and smiled. “Ma’am,
I’ve been doing all right, working, maintaining,” he said.
Virginia cursed Pig-Meat, in her thoughts. Out of every other day, he had to bring South
Memphis with him. Where in the hell had he gotten this boy? What is he saying, mumbling,
Russell, we are definitely going to talk about this. “Russell, where’s your nephew been, all this
time? He’s a grown man now.”
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“Yeah, Genie, my sister left for a few years but she came back,” Pig-Meat said. “They’ve
been over there, off of Kansas Street for a while, shoot, over twelve years now.” He reached
forward, grabbed Stan’s shoulder, pulled the young man back. “Besides, he doesn’t have time to
talk. He’s working.” With his free hand, he pointed around the band members, setting up their
equipment. “Go around, make sure everybody’s set up, so we can do sound check real quick. No,
no, first I want you to go out and make sure we have everything out the truck, make sure it’s
locked.” Pig-Meat pushed Stan forward, but instead of letting him go, pulled him back again.
“Momma, I need to talk to you, in the house.” Rachel said. She had walked up, and now
stood behind Virginia.
“Hey, Rachel, loving that hair, girl come here,” Aileen said. She stepped between the
three, reaching for Rachel’s head.
“At least she isn’t wearing those awful looking braids. I’m so glad you got rid of those.”
Pig-Meat turned Stan from Rachel, which took more effort this time, “Come on, we don’t
have time for making puppy eyes out here, gone over there and help the band.”
“Well, uh I’m going back in the house, but, Momma, soon as you can,” Rachel said.
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Virginia said. When she turned back, Pig-Meat shook his
head, rubbed his chin. Aileen stepped forward with her arms raised, like she wanted to hug
Virginia, but stopped just in front of her.
“Genie, you should probably go in and talk to her,” she said “You know she’s probably
worried half-sick. We can still cancel.” Aileen took Virginia’s elbow, and wrapped her other arm
Virginia’s shoulders.
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Pig-Meat looked at the ground, an expression on his face like he wanted to say
something. Virginia looked at the both of them, and held up her hand.
“Wait, I know how to handle my own child,” Virginia said, hoping to convince herself
more than anyone. “Besides, don’t you know where he is?” She turned to Russell. Her hand
balled against her fist.
“Believe me, First lady. If I knew where he was, I would tell you, no problem,” Pig-meat
said.
“Really, as many times as I rode through Riverside, looking for my husband, and found
him with you, over on Florida Street, Kansas, Pennsylvania, on the corner drinking, playing
checkers. Don’t let me get to talking about the little whorehouse y’all had over there.”
“Ms. Genie, that was almost fifteen years ago. Now I know you haven’t ever approved of
me, but you can’t blame me either.”
“I didn’t say I did, but you were in collusion,” Virginia said.
One of the crew members who had strung the crepe-paper lanterns walked over, with a
bundle of outdoor lights wrapped around his arms. “Ma’am,” He said to Virginia, holding the
bundle of chords up, for her to consider. Virginia started to answer the worker, his cargo pants,
stained with paint, cut at the knees into shorts, but backed away, one hand raised. She thought
she tasted bile for a second, turning toward the carport, she spied Aileen stepping forward,
conferring with the worker, examining the lights. On the way around the corner, she remembered
a conversation she had with Marcus’s sister, right after Virginia married Teddy. The woman had
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called Virginia a black widow, said she feared for the man Virginia was about to marry. Yes, the
sister had heard of him, seen him quite often on Beale, she’d said.
Rachel sat upstairs, on her old bed, leaning toward the night stand and the lamp next to it.
The black dress, still inside the plastic, spread beside her. She remained still, when Virginia
turned on the light. She sobbed under her breath, something that rattled like she had pneumonia.
Her shoulders shook every time she exhaled.
With all her strength, Virginia wanted to hug Rachel. Instead, she moved the dress back
and sat beside her. When she touched Rachel’s hand, her daughter drew away, jumped and held
the hand against her chest.
“Stop, don’t touch me,” Rachel said. “You don’t love me. You don’t love Daddy. All you
care about is your dinner club.” She put her head back in the fold of her arms, rested against the
bed’s headboard.
“You listen, Rachel, listen to me. Sit up and quit all that damn crying,” Virginia said. She
grabbed Rachel’s arm and tugged, until Rachel sat up on the bed. Virginia stood over her
daughter, pointing, the mother’s finger an inch in front of her daughter’s eye. “I didn’t ask your
father to leave. Hell, I didn’t kick him out. He left on his own, and today. In about two hours,
there are going to be over one hundred and fifty people downstairs, and I didn’t invite them to
hear about my restaurant. This party is for Joseph, remember, your godmother’s real son. I don’t
need this out of you right now, your tantrums. No,” Virginia said. She walked out the door,
turned around soon as she made the threshold, and stood beside the lamp, the light casting
shadow over half of her face. “Don’t get dressed yet. I want you to help me clean up the other
side of the house.” Virginia made for her own bedroom as she talked.
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*******
The two carried garbage bags, a broom and mop, a bucket, sponges and gloves, through
the back door of the empty side of the duplex. The utilities were shut off, but it was two o’clock,
early in the afternoon, barely beyond noon, so even with utilities, light blew through windows,
and the mini-blinds, frosty and brown light, like the sunrays had spoiled and become fetid, and
the dark had not dispelled. Shadows coated the walls and slunk beneath windowsills, across the
counter, wedged between an open door and the wall behind it. Virginia and Rachel set the
cleaning product on the kitchen floor. Rachel frowned, walked into the living room, looking
around. The apartment had been emptied of most its furniture, save an ottoman, busted at the top,
white, fuzzy cotton, jutting through cracked brown leather, but there was trash everywhere.
There looked to be pieces of cereal stuck to the floor. Crayon markings on one of the walls.
Through the kitchen they had passed dirty dishes in the sink, a crock pot, filled with something
that smelled nauseating, maybe a gravy allowed to spoil for weeks.
“Momma, we can’t do anything here. All we have is an hour.” Rachel said. Her hair was
wrapped in a scarf that bulged into a puff of folded cloth that hung off the side of her head.
When she moved the puff bounced on her head, especially when she walked, because her steps
were heavy. “Look at all this mess. We should have been cleaning in here a week ago. With all
due respect, Mother.”
“All we have to do is, no, I’ll clean up in the kitchen and do any scrubbing that needs to
be done, down here. You pick up all of the trash, we’re not going to worry about upstairs.”
Virginia popped open a box and pulled out a pair of plastic gloves. Then she turned the water on,
in the kitchen sink, holding her finger beneath the running water until it grew so warm. She
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snatched her finger back. She turned on the cold faucet and adjusted the temperature of the
water, where she could just stand the heat against her hands.
Rachel frowned, taken aback. She looked around, looked at her bag, and picked up the
biggest pieces of trash near her, a yellow cup and crumpled, white Wendy’s bag, a piece of
Styrofoam that had probably come from a computer or a small television. She went about the
living room, picking up the trash, focusing on one section at a time.
Virginia set the bucket on the kitchen floor, pulled out a plastic bag of her own, thick,
clear, durable—a left over from the school, where she conducted professional development
workshops, two years before. She threw all of the dishes in the bag. She held her breath and kept
from gagging, as she poured, what smelled like rotten meat and vegetables, so old, they were no
more than globs of dulled putrid jellies. She plugged the sink and poured in Clorox until her eyes
burned, before she turned on the hot water.
Rachel sat a garbage bag filled with trash at the back door. She swiped another from a
box on the counter, opened the top with her fingertips, swung it so the air would puff it open.
“Momma, why are you still having this party? We need to be out looking for Daddy,”
Rachel said. Her voice quivered and cracked on Daddy. “Any other time, you would be driving
through South Memphis right now looking for him.”
“First of all, I don’t know what’s gotten in to you. It’s like you’re saying things to me that
you’ve had on your mind for quite a while, so let me stop you now.” Virginia opened a pack of
sponges, stuck one in the soapy sink water and sloshed around, scrubbing the metal of the sink.
“I know you’re upset, but you are still going to respect me as your mother. Now you know how
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important this day is, and of all people know how much work I’ve done to make this day
successful.”
“Momma, I’m…” Rachel said.
“No, wait a minute,” Virginia said. “When you were hollering upstairs, I let you finish.
Now I asked you to come, but I’m not forcing you to stay. If you want to go looking for your
father, I’m not going to stop you. Go ahead, and when you find him, tell him he can stay right
where he is. He can come get his truck and his horn no problem. If not, I can sell them both.”
I’m tired of Teddy, and I’m tired of you. Both of you need to learn some responsibility about your
selves. An old fool and a young fool. Lord, just let me run away from here. Virginia thought; she
wrung the sponge with both hands, dipped it back in the water. She flung suds across the counter,
wiped it down, with strokes hard and fast.
“Momma, how can you…” Rachel said and spun back to the trash. She walked up the
stairs, and now her footsteps thudded and plodded, creaked above Virginia’s head.
After mopping the floor the mother looked at her watch. One forty five, they could be
ready three thirty or four. She took the stairs and found her daughter, in the master bedroom. She
snatched everything, threw cups, bottles, a spoon and plate, a pizza box, in the garbage bag. She
darted from the dresser, to the bed, to the corner of the room. Frowning, her cheeks round, soft
and wet, the room a hazy grey, the color of slag.
“It’s a shame, a teacher living like this,” Virginia said. Referring to the last tenant she
rented the duplex too. It’s just nasty.” She walked in looking around, her hands in her back
pockets.
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Rachel walked past her, bag in hand, toward the door.
“You don’t think I’m afraid,” Virginia said. “He’s your father, but he’s my husband, and
when I go out there, I’m the one who has to answer for him, not you. People will ask you about
him, but if you don’t know, it’s not your fault. He’s the parent, but if I don’t know, or if I can’t
say with confidence, where my husband is. How does that make me look, I mean as a woman?”
Rachel stood at the door, the trash bag wilting in her hand. Her head lowered. She
shrugged her shoulders. “Well, I guess I understand what you’re saying, Momma, but I’m so
worried. I haven’t slept. I haven’t eaten.”
“Rachel, I’m worried too, but what can we do. I’ve already talked to a friend of mine on
the force. He has to be missing at least twenty four hours before.” The Bluetooth buzzed against
Virginia’s ear. She looked at her phone and saw Aileen flash across the screen. Virginia silenced
the phone, slipped it back into her pocket.
“We can go looking for him,” Rachel said. “He’s got to be over in South
Memphis somewhere. I just, I need to see him. Oh lord, why me?” Rachel lifted her arms; the
bag bumped against her side.
“What if he doesn’t want to be found, Rach?” Virginia said. “What if he wants to be left
alone? He might not want to come back.” She felt a weight press down on her back and
shoulders and against the back of her knees. She wanted to sit on the bed, the nasty teacher left
behind, even leaned towards it, and rested her hand against it, propping herself up, like the bed
was a cane. However, looking at the disheveled bedding, and the clutter around the bedroom, and
imagining the various fluids, dried and crusted against the sheets, steeled her legs, gave her the
strength to stand.
167

“But he hasn’t called. All the other times he left. He always called,” Rachel said, tears
streaming again.
Virginia wanted to hold her daughter, wanted to dry Rachel’s cheeks with her hands, tell
her everything would be all right, but there wasn’t enough time. Besides, Rachel was already
weak, which made Virginia wonder how her daughter could be so wrapped in, so susceptible to
the folly of emotion. Instead, she drew near to her daughter. Instead of hugging Rachel, she
patted her back. A part of her could not help wondering what Rachel would have been like if
Marcus had been her father, instead of Teddy. Virginia rubbed her daughter’s back, and shushed
the girl who was now heaving, her back shaking, rising and sinking, beneath her hand. There, the
two of them stood, in light muted by thick curtains.
“This is good enough, Rach. I can just show anyone that’s interested, around downstairs.
I cleaned the kitchen pretty good, and you got all the trash down there, right?” Virginia squeezed
Rachel’s shoulder, pulled the girl closer to her.
“I think so, yeah pretty much,” Rachel said, between sobs. Her body shook still, sporadic
huffs that seemed to convulse and constrict her entire body.
“Okay, well let’s go. If you want you can lay down, just please. Don’t go home yet. I
may need you, and I don’t have anyone else I can count on.”
“What about Ms. Aileen and Pig-Meat,” Rachel said.
“They can help with the party, but I can’t confide in them. There’s only so much I can tell
them.”
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Then Rachel and Virginia looked at each other, and Virginia knew, from her daughter’s
expression, that she had never confided in her either, not really. Still the two of them walked
back down the steps together, Virginia rubbing Rachel’s back. Down stairs they gathered the
cleaning supplies and the filled trash bags and took them outside with them, so nothing was left
in the house but the jettisoned furniture of the nasty school teacher.
It took Virginia an hour to get dressed, and this made her proud, as she thought about a
time in her life, when it would have taken her three times that. By the time she walked outside,
people had already begun to arrive. The music began while she was dressing and even then, it
was much too loud, and when the bass leapt through the window and swept around her she
dressed faster. Sliding into a pair of slacks, cream, she threw a V-neck regatta blouse over her
shoulders and held up he arms and shook it, until it fell around her. She hurried through the
room, spraying her neck and wrists, down her shirt. Teddy had said this scent smelled like
cookies, and said it in a manner that felt malicious, but appeared innocuous. He had laughed so;
Virginia could hear it, like he was standing behind her, in the master bathroom, the door open.
Down the stairs she went, after she grabbed her keys, cell phone, and earpiece, off the nightstand
next to her bed.
The music felt like walking through a swamp, down the stairs, through the den but when
Virginia opened the door, it was like she had opened a hatch while orbiting space. The music
pounded against her and threatened to suck her out of shoes and fling her all through the trees,
against the carport, knock all the tables and chairs over with her snapped body. People walked up
in streams from the streets, and crowded the tables, now filled with hors d'oeuvres and fruits,
pesto and breads, cheese, fruit, shrimp, oysters, pinot grigio. She thought the band had begun and
when she heard the ambling notes, Stagger Lee, the trumpet stumbled around, each note finding
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its footing right before falling, into the sea, where the dark water thickened into crude, and the
crests foamed and popped as if boiling. She had never heard anyone else play like that, not
before that night on Beale Street or since. Still, the band was not supposed to play until after
Aileen’s son delivered his speech and Virginia made closing remarks. She would not speak long,
but she never did, not at public functions, she was never required. Maybe that was something she
had gotten used to with Marcus.
Instruments stood close, lying against and on top of the chairs that been arranged right
behind the car port, up against it. A trombone stood upright the bell against the chair seat, the
mic in front, Pig-Meat’s bass, still inside the black, plastic carrier, leaned against the carport,
between it and the table Pig-Meat had set up to DJ, and that was exactly what he was doing,
playing one of his famous tapes. This one a session the band recorded in nineteen eighty two,
while Teddy was still playing at the Blues Shack, on the southwest side of East Pontotoc Avenue
and South Main. The band was out moving among the crowd; one at the table filling their
glasses, the man who had waved at her, talking to group who had taken seats in the right in front,
nearest the band and Pig-Meat’s DJ rig. She was scanning the crowd for Rachel, when she heard
Teddy’s voice, she remembered that he had sung on this song, and how she had always loved to
hear him sing. The way his voice went from gravel to something soaked and cured by flame. He
laughed and sang of the two outlaws, drawing guns on each while gambling, stopping between
verses, expositing the story, humming a few beats before jumping into another verse.
She wanted to run, but all she could do was gaze at Pig-Meat. Now I remember why I
never liked you, she thought.
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As Teddy sang the people’s attention drew on the DJ stand and Virginia, but mostly on
Virginia. Now she felt Teddy’s absence, because the voice was not him and worse, hearing that
voice would only pique the listeners’ ears, Virginia witnessed too many times, wherever they
went. The people always wanted more. More than Teddy could give most times. More than he
ever had to share with his family.
Now Pig-Meat bopped slowly in front of her and smiled. “You want your man back,” he
said smiling both canines trimmed in gold. He nodded his head, “He needs to come back. Hell, I
don’t know what y’all doing.” He looked out at the crowd, all the people he had come. He put a
hand to the headphone, pressed the headphones against its ears. “Remember this one,” he said.
Pig-Meat’s DJ set consisted of a Pioneer CDJ 2000 Nexus, an Apple Computer with a DJ
Program called Serato—which his nephew was still teaching him how to master, and a tape deck,
plugged into the auxiliary input of the CDJ turntable set. The setup cost over five thousand
dollars; the equipment small and light, enough to fit on a folding, rectangle table. A black IPod
lay on the table, plugged into the turntables. Virginia had watched Russell explain its functions
or tried to. Man these are digital DJ turntables, the real deal, not that bullshit. He kept telling
people, fingers spread wide, hands waving over the rig. I play some of the best music in the city.
We have to keep it going because the soldiers are dying off.” Every function he said the same
thing. Now he picked up the IPod, circled its face with thumb, side eyed Virginia with a grim
smile.
“Yeah, I got something for you,” he said.
Cross Cut Saw, she thought, bobbed her head in tight nods, like she patted her thigh,
keeping rhythm, with the snare.
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“I remember how you’d dance, when we played this. Especially the night of the wedding,
you cut a shine that night.”
Virginia heard Russell, but did not respond. She snapped her fingers, listening to Albert
King, warm up the song, but she did remember her wedding night. Teddy and Russell played and
sang; Teddy and Russell danced; Aileen and Russell disappeared. The groom and best man sang
Cross Cut Saw together, while Virginia and Aileen danced in the opened space circled by the
wedding invites. Even now, the groove roved through the yard, like a fine mist of shadow,
people moving in rhythm, without fail or conscious. Virginia wanted to dance, but she had
stopped long ago. Instead she grooved side to side, snapped her fingers, then dismissed Russell
with a wave of both hands. She laughed and walked away, looking at the trees, warm and
bronzed in what was now the afternoon sun.
When you come home you’re dead meat. Got me worrying like this, you knew how
important this day was to me. You couldn’t even call. Be a man. You’re just sorry, a punk.
She walked around the yard smiling, thanking people for coming as she passed, shaking
hands with some, touching others on their shoulders and elbows. Judge Webb was the first to ask
about Teddy.
“Aileen just said Teddy was out of town or something?” the judge said. He lowered his
voice when he spoke again. “I thought he was the reason why we’re getting together in the first
place.” He stood beside Virginia, humped over, as if huddling their conversation. “You didn’t try
to talk him out of it?”
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“Otto, I don’t know where Teddy is. He didn’t come home last night,” Virginia said. An
infant cried, somewhere in the crowd. Virginia looked past Judge Webb, then around. “Did you
talk to him last night?”
“No I haven’t talked to him since last week. Shouldn’t you be looking for your husband?
Why are you having this party?” He lowered his voice again, this time more to quell anger, than
to suggest secrecy. “How can you talk about Teddy’s, if Teddy isn’t here?” The judge said,
whispering now.
“You should ask Teddy, and tell me what he says, because I said the exact same thing,
and you know what else? I’m tired of looking for Teddy.” She said, dropping the last sentence to
a whisper, grabbing his shoulder. She left the judge, marched into the crowd looking for Aileen.
Virginia scanned the groups, milling toward the back of the yard, just before the drop, where the
yard stretched down at an angle to the street. She heard Aileen call her from behind. Virginia
turned and saw her friend, walking up the side of the yard that stretched past the house, arm in
arm with her son, Harold. Aileen laughed at something he said, waved her hand at him. She bent
over, holding her stomach, grinning the entire time. He patted her hand, and caught her when she
laughed and stumbled forward.
As usual, Harold had dressed nice, but Virginia was surprised to see him in tennis shoes.
She expected loafers, oxfords maybe. He would kick his campaign off tonight, it would be
remembered; people would take pictures. Teddy should be here. The truck in the driveway, the
trumpet in their bedroom closet, the café girl laughing and dancing all nasty, everything
consumed Virginia at once, and instead of shaking Harold’s hand, she nodded, excused herself,
said she’d be right back; she forgot something in the house. She walked as fast as she could,
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around the carport, past both cars parked inside, up the stairs. She sat on the bed and fell back,
welcomed the enveloping feeling of the soft comforter. She turned her head to the side and
rubbed her temple. That’s when she heard the voices down stairs.
She opened her eyes and stretched, arching her back, until she felt a small pop, straining
to hear the voices downstairs. She heard grumbling voices she assumed to be men, then a loud
bellow of a laugh she knew belonged to Rachel.
Why isn’t she outside working the crowd, like I asked her? She’s supposed to be outside,
mingling, listening for what she can hear. Who are these men in my house?
She got up, checked herself in the mirror. That last night with Marcus she had spent hours
in the mirror, just getting her make up right. She decided to go out again, after the party was
over, as quick as she could get everyone and everything, sent off and packed away. Or she could
excuse herself; after Harold’s speech, she could say a few words right then, and maybe slip away
later. Aileen could finish up, Rach could help her. Why did that woman call her last night?
Virginia gripped the sink, and shook her head. Teddy better get that bitch before she does.
She looked back into the mirror, dabbed the corners of her eyes with tissue. She threw the
tissue in the small waste basket next to the sink, turned and sprung from the room, down the
stairs. In the den she found Rachel and Pig-Meat’s nephew sitting on the couch, next to the door,
and standing next to the wall, in front of the framed articles about Teddy, taken from the
newspaper, Aileen and Harold. Aileen sipped from a yellow, plastic cup, which made Virginia
wonder because the plastic cups she had bought were the clear, short ones used to drink wine
from. Rachel and Stan sat, each of them held a bottle of water. Rachel frowned, like her mother’s
presence bewildered her beyond words.
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“Wow, I see everybody is down here, even though the party is outside.” Virginia walked
into the den waving her arms. She sat on the couch between Rachel and Stan and reached for
Rachel’s water. When Rachel looked at her she nodded, gave her hand a little wave. Virginia
took the bottle from her daughter. She guzzled a couple of swallows, handed Rach the water
back. Aileen and Harold stood in the middle of the den.
“So Stan,” Virginia said, while turning to him. “Was that your trombone I saw standing
up, on that seat, out there?”
“Yes ma’am,” Stan said. He looked nervous; his cheeks flushed, despite the caramel tone
of his skin. “I play the trombone.” He sat up, straightened his back against the sofa.
“Okay, the trombone. What made you pick up that instrument?” She folded her hands in
her lap, but before the boy could answer, Aileen had leaned over her.
“Harold wants you to listen to a little of his speech before he delivers it.” She lowered
her voice, not to whisper, everyone in the room still heard her, yet the softer tone implied
secrecy.
Virginia cut Rachel a short glance, but even that was not required, because her daughter
was already pushing herself up and walking behind Aileen and Harold, who turned around and
touched Rachel’s arm.
“It’s good to see you,” he said, staring at Rachel’s hips.
“It’s good to see you, congratulations on your campaign, and don’t you worry. You have
my vote.” She continued around and waved for Stan to follow her.
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“Let me take him outside, so the band can get ready. While you guys talk, and prepare
Harold’s glorious speech,” Rachel said. She walked to the door and stood aside so Chis could
open it.
Aileen sat next to Virginia as the door hissed to a slow, greasy stop.
“Are you ready, Harry?” Virginia said.
“I think so. I’ve worked on it for a month. Ma’am I would be honored if you could listen
to it and tell me what you think,” Harry said.
He pulled out a pack of index cards and shuffled through them, frowning, moving his
lips. He put the cards back into his pocket, and rubbed his throat.
“You should’ve sent me a copy of the speech, if you wanted me to look at it,” Virginia
said. “That way I could’ve given you some pointers for today. If you’re running, you need to be
serious.”
“I told him you used to write Marcus’s speeches,” Aileen said. She caught herself and
looked at the ceiling, like she heard Teddy walking above their heads.
“All that happened a long time ago. Come on Harry, let’s see what you have.”
His speech impressed Virginia, but she only expected as much. Put Aileen’s brain in a
jaybird, it’ll fly backwards, but she had all the book sense in the world. Virginia looked at her
best friend and gave a nod, then back at Harry. The young man read just enough to give her a
good idea of the speech, about two minutes worth. The School Board had reared him well. When
he finished speaking, Virginia leaned over, elbows resting on her thighs. Rachel should have
been there, and Virginia wondered where her daughter had taken the boy, who was ten years
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younger than Rachel. Virginia couldn’t understand her, an upwardly mobile male, and Rachel
pulled Russell’s nephew outside.
“Yes ma’am, Momma told me, you used to help him with his speeches,” Harold said.
“I wrote his speeches. You didn’t know that? He would get up at those school board
meetings and, his delivery was much better than mine, so when spoke, he could bring his own
intentions through and make people feel them, even though the words came from me he would
own them still. Go online; they have some of his speeches on there.” Virginia sat with her legs
crossed, one ankle bopping a rhythm, fingers clasped, hands in her lap—except when she gave
the random wave to accent some point. Aileen’s son had grown to be a handsome man, nothing
like the little boy who used to steal anything he could stuff in his pocket, but like always Marcus
stood there, tall and dark, taking off his glasses in his office, looking at her for the first time,
seeing her as a man sees a woman.
Harry scanned through a thin set of index cards, slid them in his back pocket. With both
arms out, he cleared his throat. Then he began his tirade against the incumbent congressman, Art
Metzger, citing his inability to understand the plight of a city that was majority African
American, making swift note of the escalating violence and crime in the city, asking what has
Metzger really done, and promising to go to Washington himself, in order to fight for much the
needed resources that would make Memphis a better place to live, a better place to raise your
children.
Virginia smiled and tapped her knee. She looked at Aileen and they both giggled like
they were back at Riverview Elementary. Virginia smiled at first, fighting the urge to laugh out
loud. She puckered then pursed her lips, gave Harry a couple of nods. Aileen covered her mouth
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with her hand but could not hold the snicker that escaped through her fingers. Harry stood there,
with his hands in his pockets. He smirked and shook his head, but Virginia could see the
disappointment in his eyes. She thought back, three decades, to a moment there in the den, Harry
and Rachel standing there practicing their speeches, for an Easter program the following Sunday;
back then Rachel showed so much potential, memorizing her speech, after reading it only one
time, helping Harry who just couldn’t seem to get it, even though she was two years younger
than Aileen’s son. Everyone bragged on how smart Rachel was, a bright amazing child, whose
future was bound to be incredibly successful.
“So you don’t like it,” Harry said, huffing as he spoke.
“Huh,” Virginia said. She shook her head, hoping to fling aside her reverie, which proved
difficult, looking at Harold, she could still see him, in his little suit and white hard bottom shoes,
squirming like he had to use the bathroom.
Now he still squirmed, just a little, a nervous twist of his knee, unnoticeable, unless you
really knew him, had seen that twist when he was nine years old, practicing an Easter speech,
fourteen years old, explaining a C in Biology, seventeen, exasperated, grimacing Aileen
straightening his bow tie before prom, twenty-three, a crimson cord around his neck, lying
against his black robe—the distinction of summa cum laude.
“My speech, Ms. Virginia, you weren’t even listening.” Harry had his arms extended, and
he then gestured toward his mother. His open palm closing like had snatched Aileen by her
collar.
Virginia frowned, then looked at Aileen, who widened her eyes, nodded and sank back in
the seat.
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“I heard you, Harry,” Virginia said. “This speech is good, just stick to the issues, plain,
simple, but if you tell people you are going to fight for resources, you have to explain those
resources, in way they can see. Understand?”
Instead of nodding or shaking his head, Harry reached in his back pocket and pulled out
the index card.
“Ms. Rogers, do you have a pen somewhere?” Harry said.
“Look in there, on the kitchen table,” Virginia said. Pointing at the lit doorway that led
from the den.
Harry went into the kitchen and came back, pen in hand, scribbling on the index card.
The tip of his tongue jutting from the corner of his mouth, he marked and slashed away notes,
chewed the tip of the pen for a second, then marked the cards some more.
“Give me that,” Virginia said. Gesturing with her hand, calling him, like he was still that
little boy who needed his shoes tied, his collar folded or his shirt tail tucked into his pants.
With reluctance, Harry handed his godmother the small stack of white cards filled with
scribbles, and markings where words had been blotted out, rewritten. She took the cards with a
nod, and instead of looking through them, she ruffled her thumb across the edges, making quick
flapping sounds, like shuffling a deck of cards. She held the cards in her lap as Aileen and Harry
stared at her. Aileen shook her head and got up from the couch. At that moment her cell phone
rang. Aileen looked at the display screen, smiled at Virginia. She disappeared into the kitchen as
she answered the call. Harry stood there, staring at Virginia for a moment then sat beside her. His

179

hand extended, open palm; he looked into Virginia’s eyes, like he was saying could you please
give me my cards back Ms. Rogers.
Instead he asked. “Honestly, Ms. Rogers, what did you think? I mean, that wasn’t all of it
but from the piece you heard. Just tell me. I’m grown. I can take it.”
“Just speak from your heart. Talk to the people like you’re their friend, like you care
about what happens to them. I know you have passion for what you do, but let your love for the
people speak for you. If you want the people to believe you, Harry. You have to let them look
inside you.” She smiled, reached over, and patted Harry’s hand.
Aileen came back from the kitchen, smiling, letting her cell phone slide into the front
pocket of her faded blue jeans. “That was Crye-Leike,” she said. “They want us to come look at
the building tomorrow.
“That’s great news, Aileen. Did they say what time?” Virginia said. Her voice plain and
even, the only hint of excitement was her held breath. The building on South Main, it had been
over six months since the last owners, six months since the violence that had erupted and closed
the nightclub’s doors, forcing the owners to put the property up for sale. Six months of rigmarole
and red-tape, six months of running in circles. Six months of excuses: the pipes needed fixing,
inspections and code enforcements—before the building was sold. Who had ever heard of such?
They must be desperate for a buyer. That thought made Virginia smile.
Harry rubbed Virginia’s shoulder. “I guess Teddy’s Place is going to be a reality now,”
he said.
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“As long as I can count on you, when I need you,” Virginia said. She hoped off the couch
like she was twelve years old. Not only had they finally decided to proceed with the buying
process, but they were going to show her the building on a Sunday. The things people do, when
they need money. “Come on, Harry,” she said, reaching down, helping him up from the couch.
Harry stood, only using Virginia’s strength a little. He brushed at the front of his slacks,
moving his shoulders, adjusting his body inside of his shirt.
“I told them 2:30,” Aileen said. “That is good for you right? I figured we could go over
there right after church.”
Teddy’s Place, the words ran through Virginia’s mind like a grey river of murky water
and shattered glass, gouging her intestines as if she had swallowed a spool of barbwire. Teddy’s
Place but where in the hell is Teddy? Why aren’t you here? Don’t nobody give a damn, about
that little floozy. Hell, she come in too, make herself useful, maybe wait tables or something. Just
bring your ass home, man. I need you, damn. This our chance to make it all right again.
“Yeah, yeah, Aileen, that’s great. Come on let’s get out here and get my godson’s
campaign started.” Virginia wondered where Rachel was and for a moment wondered if her
daughter had run off with that boy, Russell’s nephew. I know she has more sense than that.
The three of them marched outside. Virginia opened the door and held it for Aileen and
Harry, holding on to it, even when Harry reached for the door knob to take it from her. She
shook her head and waved him outside, as if to say that was his moment to embrace, and hers
would come soon enough. She followed her best friend and her godson outside, but right before
she closed the door, faint, almost inaudible, the cries of a baby muffled by the ceiling above her
head, tormented as she stepped outside.
181

Five o clock and the sun had already began to fall behind the western skyline, the row of
houses across the streets. Shadows fell from the trees and stuck to the ground below like tar, fell
over the people milling around Virginia’s back yard, over the tables covered with finger
sandwiches and plastic cups shaped like wine glasses and filled with chardonnay, over the band
members—set up and waiting patiently, working on small plates and wine glasses, sneaking sips
from flasks—fell over everything and everyone like a thick, black bedspread, or a good set of
curtains from Macy’s.
Virginia had walked out of the house last, but she was the first to round the corner of the
carport, and she did not waste time. She headed straight for the microphone. She abhorred
speaking publically, but somehow she would always end up in the spotlight. She hated the
scrutinizing stares and the attention. Virginia preferred, thrived in shadow. How could she watch
everyone, standing out where they could all see her? But she walked to the microphone, in front
of the musicians, sitting in the folded chairs, the drummer fumbling the sticks, Pig-Meat,
strumming his guitar, humming, Stan sitting on the stool in front of the microphone, where
Teddy was supposed to sit. She stood beside Stan, and when he saw her he jumped, moved
behind stool. She regarded the young man’s face and horn rimmed glasses, shoulder length
dreadlocks, flopping from a white, fitted baseball cap, holding a trombone that she knew had
saved his life. She turned to the crowd, scanning for Rachel.
“Hello, how is everybody,” Virginia said. Before she spoke, Pig-Meat reached over and
slid one of the faders all the way down. The music cut off, and when the people heard Virginia’s
voice: the men in their pastel colored polo shirts, lavender and lime, yellow, sleeves rolled up
their arms, stopped and turned, so did the women, in their flaring dresses, and slim purses tucked
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under their arms. They turned and held their wine glasses, beer, held their plates, their canapés
and their stuffed mushrooms.
“I hope you all are having a good time and enjoying yourselves. How’s the food?”
Virginia said, looked around nodded with some of the people near the front of the stage. Rachel
stood near the back of the open space they had set up for the party. Virginia resisted the urge to
shake her head and sigh, as Rachel bit into a boiled egg.
“I see you back there, Rachel, chowing down. We have to thank my best friend, over
forty years, Aileen Clayton, where are you?” Virginia put her hand over eyes and looked over the
crowd.
“I’m over here, crazy lady,” Aileen said. She walked over and stood by Virginia.
Virginia hugged Aileen around her neck and pulled her friend’s head next to hers.
“Don’t call me crazy in front of these people. We were supposed to keep it a secret,”
Virginia said.
The crowd laughed with the two ladies, Harry laughed too, and waved at someone in the
crowd. Rachel walked behind the crowd, around to the front of the house. Now Virginia wanted
to curse. She let go of Aileen and turned around, put her hand on Stan’s shoulder.
“You see this young man. Now this is what I like to see, young people playing music,”
she said, now I know, they got the rap music, you like what you like, but when you can play an
instrument and sing like my husband, He couldn’t be here, but have you ever played with
Teddy?”
“Yes, ma’am, but not on stage though,” Stan said.
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Where, on Riverside, with one of his whores?
“This is real talent, didn’t you just get back from playing overseas?” Virginia said.
Stanley nodded and chuckled, rubbed the knuckle of his index against his nostril.
“Know if you play with Russell I know you play the blues,” Virginia said.
The young man frowned, not with anger but confusion, shook his head and turned to the
tall black man, sitting in the chair, elbows resting on his bass guitar. “Uncle Pig-Meat, who is
Russell?”
“Me, fool,” Pig-Meat said, swung at his nephew.
The crowd laughed and so did Stan, and even Virginia. She laughed at herself and at
Marcus for staying in Oakland, and Teddy, why in the hell would you run off and leave your
horn? That’s your lively hood. Men are so dumb. She introduced her godson, and after giving
him the microphone, left the mound that had been turned into a makeshift stage, back to the
house. Harry spoke with a softer tone, and even through the microphone it was calm. Virginia
felt proud that he had listened.
Harry must be one of the smart ones. She smiled, opened the wrought iron door. She
heard Rachel crying upstairs, soon as she walked into the house. Virginia walked into Rachel’s
old bedroom, and found her daughter changing out of her black dress. Rachel jumped and
cringed, clutched the dress against her front when the door opened. When she saw that it was
Virginia, she snatched a pair of jeans and a grey t-shirt off the bed, dropped the dress on the
floor.
“I’m going to find Daddy,” she said, sticking a foot through a pants leg.
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“Find him where? I’m going back out looking for him. Can’t you wait about an hour or
two?”
“An hour or two?” Rachel said, shimmied the pants and her hips and her butt. “I’m going
right now.”
“Where, South Memphis? I drove through there last night. Look after the party, I’m
going to sit Russell down and ask him about that woman who was dancing all nasty, when we
went to his club last night. I think that’s the woman that called my phone. No it was her, that
voice and that ugly laugh, who wouldn’t remember that, it sounded just like that woman who
called me last night. I told you what she said, didn’t I? ‘Where your husband at, bitch?’ Either
that’s who Teddy is with or she knows or something.”
Rachel put the gray shirt on, sat on the bed, and covered her face with her hands. She
raised her head, rested her chin against the tips of her fingers and turned to Virginia. Momma,
y’all are too old for this. You’re supposed to go through all this stuff when you in your twenties
and thirties, y’all cutting up in your sixties.”
“You don’t understand, Rach, when you get married, just pray you don’t have to
experience what I went through,” Virginia said.
“Get married and live like this, I don’t think so,” Rachel said.
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After Harry spoke and announced his plans to run for congress, the band played two
songs. The first, Pig-Meat crooned a song that Teddy usually led, and original piece the two of
them wrote together, Teddy’s Blues.
My baby don’t love me, she treats me oh so mean
My baby don’t love me, she treats me oh so mean
She’s the meanest woman that I ever did see
When Virginia heard Stan’s trombone playing Teddy’s solo, she was speaking with a
young lady who worked as an editor for a local black newspaper. In the middle of discussing the
importance of keeping the blues alive in Memphis, and making sure young children, especially in
the impoverished areas, had access to musical instruments and training, Virginia heard the
trombone, and when she turned around, it was as if the young man was bolstering her argument
all the way from the stage. Virginia paused in the middle of her sentence. She noticed the editor
looking around her shoulders and over her head, like the young lady was trying to see around
her, see up on the stage. Virginia stood to the side, stood beside the woman and watched the
stage herself. The young man bounced around, and reared back, holding the trombone in the air.
He’d take a breath, shake his dreads, and start back playing. The judge who had asked about
Teddy was down front dancing with some young woman, twirling her around by her fingers,
two-stepping back, clapping his hands while the woman held her arms above her head, snapping
her fingers, shaking her hips from side to side as she dipped with slow deliberate movements, a
bit too much like that café girl for Virginia’s taste. Then Stan seemed to take over the song, the
groove changed, as if the young man was the one changing it, like the groove was following his
lead. The tempo quickened, not a lot, only by a few beats, but that was enough. The judge tried
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to sit down, but the woman grabbed his hand and pulled him back into the space in front of the
band, the space that seemed to be filling quickly. Virginia turned to the editor, to tell her that the
young man playing was an example of what could be done, if they could figure out a way to
teach the blues to the babies, but the woman was walking away from Virginia, dancing her way
down to the front.
Now the young man stood, grooving in front of the band. He had stopped playing for a
moment and stood there, holding the trombone in one hand, his other hand balled into a fist, both
grooving in circles to the rhythm. The young man stretched back again, with the slide and the
bell of the trombone pointed straight in the air, this time the young man’s hat fell off, and when
he did, it was like something that had shackled the boy’s head had been loosened and he shook
his dreadlocks like they had just been drenched with water, hair went flying everywhere. He held
his horn high above his head. Then grabbed the mic, tipping it towards him, on its stand and
howled into the crown. Now he was acting too much like Teddy, and Virginia wondered if the
boy had sat around watching her husband play, noting Teddy’s every move, noting his theatrics,
the things he had done to manipulate his audiences, antics that had taken him decades to master.
Virginia didn’t know whether to admire the young man, or to consider him with suspicion and
circumspect.
“Hey, y’all up here grooving tonight, boy.” Rachel’s voice thundered from near the tables
that still held quite a bit of food.
Virginia watched her daughter dance to the front of the crowd, walking sideways, each
step in rhythm, bouncing her shoulders up and down, shaking one hand in front of her, the other
shaking against her stomach, like she was playing a set of air tambourines. The natives are
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getting restless, Virginia thought with a smile, but she stopped smiling and pursed her lips, when
Rachel danced over by Stan, and the two of them started dancing together. It was like he was
enticing Rachel with that horn. He stepped back, and worked that slider, and Rachel put her
hands on her knees, arched her back and even spun in a circle on the ball of one foot. Then she
moved her shoulders side to side and grooved, while Stan walked around her playing that
trombone like there was no one there but him and Rachel. Where in the hell is Harry? Virginia
looked around for her godson. She saw Aileen, bouncing to music, on the side of the carport, but
Virginia did not see Harry. He must have left right after his speech, Virginia thought. She shook
her head because the thought took her back years. Marcus would have done the same thing.
Speak to the people, then disappear. Harry was probably somewhere recounting the crowd’s
reaction to his speech, trying to figure his next move. That was the type of man Virginia wanted
for Rachel, but Virginia knew her daughter, and knew that she was more likely to be attracted to
someone like Stan, someone who reminded Rachel of Teddy. Virginia understood, but she could
not allow it. Besides, she had other plans for Stan, a young musician, someone who could help
her gather support from some of the young people for Teddy’s place, maybe a school for
performing arts that paid special attention to the blues.
After the band played two songs, Virginia returned through the breaking crowd to the
stage and thanked everyone for coming, as they walked from her backyard down to the sidewalk
where cars lined both sides of the street. She waved and smiled at a few of them, then
disappeared around the carport, toward the house. The band broke down their instruments: the
drummer disassembled his drums, the keyboardist zipped a black carrying case around his. Stan
took apart the sound system with his uncle. Each one had carried a black monitor by the handles,
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and when Aileen touched Pig-Meat on his shoulder; he had taken two steps off the mound. He
swung around quick, the speaker in his hands, made Aileen jump.
“Woo, she said,” she said, touching her chest.
They shared a laugh then she balled her fist and hit Pig-Meat on the arm.
“What’s wrong with you, about to knock me down with that speaker?”
“Aileen you know I didn’t see you sweetheart. Besides, you know me, I’m trying to
knock you down with something else.” He said. He turned to the side and brushed against
Aileen’s hip.
“All right now, don’t start something you can’t finish. You know you like those young
girls. I don’t want none of your those little South Memphis heifers, running behind me trying to
fight.
“No you’re scared of me, still after all these years,” Pig-Meat said.
“Please if I was afraid of you I wouldn’t have…” She said.
“Uh, huh, I’m proud of Harry too. I wish that was my son,”
“Virginia wants you to come see her before you go. She said make sure you come and see
her before you leave.” Aileen folded her arms and turned her back to Pig-Meat.
He set the speaker down and looked at the duplex, floodlights shining against the back of
it. The light in the top room was on.
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“Damn, what in the hell does she want now. You know she came by the club last night?”
Pig-Meat said then waved Aileen back. “Aw, hell you know. She thinks I know where Teddy is,
but I don’t.”
“I’m not trying to get into all of that. She just wants to see you that’s all. What, you going
to leave without thanking her for the gig, didn’t you get paid for this?” Aileen stood there, her
knuckles pressed against her hips.
“Boy I do declare, the two of you, fric and frac.” He looked at Aileen’s feet. Then
met her gaze and smiled. “Woman, I don’t care what happens. You’ll always light my
fire.”
“That’s your problem. You’re always talking about lighting or burning or some type of
confusion. You need to sit your old behind down somewhere. Now, don’t forget. Anyway, I’ll be
in there,” Aileen said, while walking back. Then she turned, disappeared around the corner,
bracing herself against it with one hand.
“I know you will,” Pig-Meat said. Shook his head, called nephew over. Looking at the
door, he handed off the speaker behind him to Stan.

November 17, 1976, Memphis, Tennessee
Virginia began teaching during a period of social upheaval, being felt around the country,
all over the world, but the sting and the brunt of the deteriorating social order appeared strongest
in the south. 1968, school segregation, white flight beginning, questions about failing schools,
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primarily Negro schools, where the students traded lunch cards and showed up early for free
breakfast.
Virginia did not know why, but the sound of her heels, clicking against the black and
white tiles, banging through the hollow of the hallway, calmed her. She walked past posters
taped to the walls above the lockers. The posters read, If I Work Hard, I Can Achieve Greatness,
and most of the students had drawn pictures for the wall. Virginia chuckled but choked it down
with her hand in front of her mouth. The project had started from a bulletin board in her room.
The Kids decorated the poster with pictures cut from magazines, as well as drawings, magic
markers and glitter, border and huge letters cut from bright pieces of construction paper. Marcus
had encouraged so many children with those words, Virginia included.
The hall was silent, and the light glowed, soft and watery against the tile, and Virginia's
classroom was quiet. By their faces, they looked like they had just been talking. The principal,
Charles Houston, stood in front of the desks, grouped together in fours, seven pinwheel shapes,
his back to the open door of the classroom. He followed the gaze of the children and turned
around to face Virginia. When he saw her, he looked her up and down, slowing his gaze around
her hips. Virginia frowned for a second and almost took a step back, before reminding herself
where she was, her classroom. Her rule, everyone was subject, including this man, this sorry
excuse for a principal.
"Ms. Fischer, I was walking down the hall and happened to look in your classroom, and
to my surprise, the teacher was not, in her classroom," Houston said. He turned halfway, his
body facing the wall decorated with the same affirming statement as the posters in the hall.
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"But when I looked in the classroom, the children were engaged. I don't know how you
do it?"
"I'm not doing anything. My babies are doing what they're supposed to do, they better
be." She looked around Houston at the class. The students started moving, busying themselves,
passing glue and scissors and markers. A couple of the children sat up with their knees in the
seats of their desks, humped, drawing, slow, methodical, full of intent.
"Yes they are, and with your students so engaged, we have to maximize every minute of
instructional time."
One of the students raised her hand. "Ms. Fischer," the 5th grader said. She waved her
arm, back and forth, with wild strokes and wiggled in her seat. "Ooh, ooh, Ms. Fischer, we need
your help."
Houston raised his eyebrows and spread his lips. Virginia walked past him.
"So what are you teaching today?" he said from behind her.
Virginia said nothing to Houston. Her lesson was on blackboard, as well as the current
activity engaging the students. She patted the girl's back and considered the project in front of the
students a drawing with a caption describing the picture. A drawing of a famous black person the
children admired as well as a caption, describing the person, as well as a paragraph utilizing the
grammar lesson from the day before.
One of the students colored the skin of a drawing of Muhammad Ali, and the girl who
called Virginia traced letters at the top of the poster, but she was mid-sentence. It read,
Muhammad Ali is the.
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"So you all like Muhammad Ali?" Virginia asked.
"Yes, ma'am and Muhammad Ali is the Greatest of All Time," the boy said. He did not
look up, but bent closer to the drawing and wrapped his arm around the hand he was writing
with.
"Yes, it is, Danny," Virginia said. "Raise your head, son." She nudged the boy as he sat
up in his desk.
"No Ms. Fischer, Muhammad Ali is the Greatest in the World. I link that better Ms.
Fischer, because Muhammad Ali went to Africa and nobody thought he could win." The girl
rolled her eyes. "I'm drawing the letters. I'm writing it like I want to." She smirked and stuck out
her lips.
"Ms. Fischer, I'm going to hang around a while, continue your instruction," Houston said.
He sat at her desk and pulled out a small notepad from his pocket.
Ms. Fischer," the girl said her voice whiny and manipulative. "Which one should we
use?" She leaned toward Virginia, wide eyed, biting her bottom lip.
"I love the person you picked. Muhammad is the greatest, but he's the greatest..." Virginia
said.
"The Greatest of All Time," the boy said. He had stopped writing and shouted so quick,
he must've thought he messed up the picture, because he jerked as if he caught himself and
brought his attention back to picture, examined and approved it, continued coloring.
"That's right son, that's a great answer." Virginia looked at the other students at the table.
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"The Greatest in the World." The girl said. The words sliced through the air in front of
her.
"Indeed, Muhammad Ali is the greatest in the world. That's a good answer also. What
else, Muhammad Ali is the greatest," Virginia said. She looked at the other two students in the
group. Another boy, bit his lip and rubbed his chin, then looked up with light beaming from his
eyes.
"The Greatest Fighter," the boy said. He put his hand down and looked at the boy
drawing. "Can't we put that on there, Ms. Fischer? The boy pointed to a blank space on the
poster.
"It's your project, what do I need to see?" Virginia asked.
"Um, Ms. Fischer, I'm going to leave, but you can stop by office at 4:30, this evening,” Houston
said.
One of the children giggled, and the entire class looked at boy, the students him leaned
away.
He laughed until he looked around and met Virginia's gaze.
She squinted, just a little and felt her nostrils flare. She had marked the boy, and everyone
in the classroom felt it.
"Yes sir, Mr. Houston," Virginia said.
"Good day, Ms. Fischer," Houston said, before nodding and walking out the classroom.
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After class let out the teachers stood outside their classroom doors and chaperoned them
away to their buses and the walks home, the few parents standing waiting for their children and
the fewer who waited in cars for their children. Virginia walked down to the main office and
found Houston's office door open, the light from the office a trapezoid, against the thin blue
carpet. Houston sat behind his desk, reading from a folder, several books stacked in single pile.
On the walls Houston's doctorate in education, a large painting of the school's first principle,
Houston's own senior headshot and another picture of him, on a stairwell, one hand on his knee,
the other on the railing. Houston looked up and moved his head as if he had been shaken from
some profound thought, and his eyes betrayed want he really wanted. He had a pencil in his
hand, he put it in his mouth pointed to a chair to the right of his desk. A nice chair. Blue microfabric, low, wooden legs, short stripes, tiny and white, polished. Virginia sat down and crossed
her leg, and felt her slacks tightened around her thighs, and she wagged her foot a couple of
times and wondered what Houston was reading, during what moments in the conversation, could
she steal glances of desk.
"Ms. Fischer, first of all I would like to say, I love your teaching methods. I admit, some
of them more than others. You definitely have a style of teaching, all your own."
"Well, Mr. Houston, the children teach themselves. I simply provide an environment
where the maximum amount of learning is possible," Virginia said. She did not like Houston's
administrative styles. He was one of those principals, who watched and pressured his faculty,
and made it extremely difficult for them to teach.
"Ms. Fischer, I like the way you think," Houston said. "Could you close that door, for me
please?"
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You don't have the energy to get up and close your own door, Virginia thought. She
turned in her chair and eased the door until it clicked shut.
"I was just admiring your test scores from last year," you did really well with your
children, but from what I understand you had a problem with the principal."
"I told you that in the interview, Mr. Houston. What are you trying to get at exactly?"
"No, in fact, he had a problem with me."
"Ms. Fischer, if I walk past your room, and you're not in there. It looks bad, we have
district personnel walking through all the time."
"Mr. Houston, the children know how to behave. They know what's expected of them. I
don't need to stand over them all the time."
"Honestly, Ms. Fischer, any principal who finds a classroom devoid of its instructor, has
a serious problem on his hands.
The principle rocked back and forth in the chair, tapped a pen on the desk.
"What do you want me to say? I will not leave my classroom unattended."
The principle looked down his nose at Virginia. He spun his chair to the side, blew like
he had to clean a clogged toilet.
"I know you come from another school of thought, and your husband did things
differently, but we can't all have Ford Motors throwing money at us.
Maybe if your test scores were better, if you weren't such a puppet, Virginia thought.
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"So why did you ask me to come here, Mr. Houston?"
"You know this is your first year with us, and I look forward to many more, but you teach
within a competency that is under heavy scrutiny, in regards to testing. Now you have been given
a fair chance, but if you don't perform. We won't be able to keep you at this, what did your
husband call it? Site house, field camp."
"Instructional site, is that what you meant to say?" Virginia said.
"I meant, stay in your classroom, Ms. Fischer." Houston said. He sat up in his chair, and
rolled so his knees were all the way under the desk. He nodded and with his hand, showed
Virginia the door.
After school, Virginia met Teddy at her house. Her faucet had been leaking for a week.
Teddy had offered to come over and fix it himself when she asked him if he knew of a good
cheap plumber. Now here he was, sitting on her steps, tool belt slung over his shoulder. He blew
cigarette smoke, thumbed it into the grass. He pulled himself up held his arms out and shook his
head. Virginia laughed and slid her hand down the steering wheel. Since they had begun dating,
Virginia had found out several things about Teddy that were in her opinion highly questionable.
For one, the car he had picked her up in for their first date belonged to Pig-Meat. Second, after
weeks of questioning, she found out he lived in a rooming house off of Kansas Street. Finally
and most importantly, outside of playing the trumpet, Teddy was unemployed. Like a fool she
had confided in Aileen, who told her it was all right, she was just having some fun, which
Virginia deserved, after all she had been through over the last three years. With her glasses at the
tip of her nose, Aileen had asked Virginia, if she was developing true feelings for Teddy. In a
condescending tone that suggested she would be the biggest fool in the world to do so. Of course
197

Virginia assured her friend that nothing could be further from the truth. How could she go from
dating a man like Marcus, high school principal, Oakland, California’s first black superintendent
and revered academic, to Teddy, itinerant musician, hustling the street corners of Beale and
South Memphis? Every day she had asked her self the same question, and she had tried
feverishly to avoid caring for Teddy, but there was something in his eyes, especially when he
talked about his music. A rare fire blazing, a passion that Virginia had never seen. Then there
was way he touched her, like her body was an instrument, and she had to wonder if playing the
trumpet all his life had imbued something magical inside his fingers.
Teddy opened the door for Virginia, took her hand and helped her out of the car. He held
her up and spun her around in a slow circle.
“Oh wee, baby,” he said. “If you was my teacher, I would’ve never graduated.” Teddy
grinned with cheeks that looked like they were about to burst.
“From what you told me, you barely did,” Virginia said. She laughed for a moment, but
stopped when Teddy’s smile began to look uncomfortable. “Could you get those bags off the
back seat for me, darling? I hope you like lamb chops.”
“Hell yeah I like lamb chops,” Teddy said. He closed the front door after Virginia, then
went into her backseat and emerged with grocery bags in both arms. “What’s the special
occasion?”
“No occasion,” she said. “I just want to thank you, for all of your.” She rubbed one of his
cheeks and kissed the other, and when her wild bluesman blushed she giggled. In his eyes;
however, she saw something, even though he smiled. Something cold and bitter flashed across
his eyes, and Virginia felt something akin to patches of ice encrust her spine. She shivered and
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wrapped herself inside of the shawl she wore across her shoulders. She walked past Teddy to the
door, looked back at him with a smile as she twisted the key inside of the lock and turned the
door handle.
“Are you okay,” Teddy said.
“I’m all right, rough day at work that’s all,” she said.
After Teddy set the bags of groceries on the kitchen table, he got right to work and so did
Virginia, Teddy working underneath the sink and Virginia working above the sink. Teddy
screwed around with the pipes, his torso jutting from the open cabinet doors. Virginia chopping
vegetables and seasoning the lamb chops on the counter next to the sink. Teddy hammered,
Virginia chopped. Teddy was under the sink fifteen minutes, before emerging with a grey, wet
lump of dirt and hairy fuzz the size of a golf ball. He stood and held the goop up to the light, like
he had just discovered gold beneath Virginia’s kitchen sink. The same look of triumph he wore,
when he cut her grass for the first time and when he changed the tire on her car, after she ran
over a nail.
“This is what’s causing all the trouble right here baby,” he said. The grey ball of fuzz
dripped down his fingers. He held it toward Virginia, like a boy tormenting his grammar school
crush with a smashed insect.
“Eww, throw that thing away. It stinks,” Virginia said. She cringed and raised her
shoulder, like it was a shield because her hands were full, one with a knife, the other with a
bunch of celery.
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Teddy laughed, a raucous gurgle, like water rushing through a cylinder filled with gravel.
He threw the blob in the trash can, cornered next to the sink. Holding his hands in front of him,
he leaned toward Virginia with his lips puckered, she smiled and held out her cheek. Teddy
kissed her then stepped back.
“I’m going to go clean up, before we sit down and eat,” he said. Liquid grey and dismal
drizzled down his fingertips.
“Wipe your hands first, so you don’t drip that nasty water everywhere.” She looked at the
open door of the cabinet beneath the sink, “Are you done?”
“Aw yeah, one more thing I forgot,” he said. He reached for the dishtowel, folded neatly
over the divide between the double-sided sink.
“Don’t wipe your hands on that. Get a roll of paper towels out of pantry.” She slid the
chopped pieces of celery off the wooden block onto a white, porcelain plate, trimmed with grape
blossoming vines and red apples.
He grabbed a roll of Brawny paper towels from the pantry and wiped his hands. He shot
the wad into the waste basket, a sky hook over his head, saying Kareem as if invoking the NBA
center’s physical prowess. The ball of paper spun inside the top of the garbage can before rolling
to the bottom. Then he reached in his pocket and pulled out a brown, wrinkled paper bag.
“What’s that?” Virginia said. “Isn’t a little early to start drinking?” She frowned, and
leaned back. He must think he’s on the corner of Trigg and Lauderdale for real.
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He pulled a bottle of Liquid-Plumr out of the bag, smiled while he shook it. He poured
the content down the sink and ran cold water behind it. They both watched the water swirl
around the bottom of the sink, then down into the drain.
Virginia smirked, but the force behind her voice had sailed down the pipes of the sink
along with the green liquid. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought…”
Teddy kissed the nape of her neck. The fuzz of his moustache tickled Virginia and made
her shiver.
“You thought like Anna, she thought her ass was a brass piano.” He pronounced that last
word like piana. He shuffled away laughing into the bath room.
At first Virginia heard the bathroom faucet run water, then she heard a stronger gushing
and figured Teddy was about to take a bath, which was fine by her. But she had noticed that over
the past few weeks Teddy had begun the transition of leaving more and more clothes over her
house. Which she didn’t mind, because Teddy would often come over before a gig, and after
spinning a few hours messing around, he would freshen up before calling Pig-Meat for a ride
downtown. Virginia had offered to take him, and when he had refused, she wondered if he
merely wanted to show his friend that he was making it with the uppity school teacher. Virginia
chopped two bell peppers and an onion as she thought about this. She wasn’t worried; however,
Teddy was just being a man, but she would have to ask about his intentions with the clothes. Was
he trying to move in on the slick? If that was his intention, she had to nip it in the bud. Shacking
up was the last thing Virginia wanted to do. She wasn’t about to shack up with any man. Hell,
she didn’t even do that with Marcus, but there were already things that she had done with Teddy
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that she hadn’t done with her deceased husband. Still, bluesman or not, if they were going to live
together, they had better be married first.
After Teddy got cleaned up, and Virginia finished cooking they sat down at the table in
her dining room and ate. Virginia poured two glasses of dark wine, and after she fixed both of
their plates she sat across from Teddy and gave him a cross look when he picked up his fork.
“Aren’t you going to say grace?” she said. With a half-smile, she wondered what Teddy
would say. Would he hum a soulful supplication to the lord on high or stumble through some
bible verse he had learned as a child but forgotten over the years and the wild nights on Beale
and the emptied bottles Jack Daniels.
“Uh grace, okay let me see. Dear lord,” he said, like beginning a letter to some distant
relative, he was about to ask for a loan. “Thank you for this good food, and this beautiful woman
sitting across from me. A big, rusty nigger like myself, couldn’t ask for more.”
“Teddy,” Virginia said. She had opened her eyes right before she cried out and saw that
he had only one eye shut, squeezed shut, like he was winking. She balled the cloth napkin that
had been neatly folded beside her plate and threw it at Teddy. “Don’t blaspheme over the food,
man. What are you trying to do, curse both of us?”
“What,” Teddy said. He picked up his knife and fork and sliced a piece of lamb. “The
lord said come as you are. That’s how I talk to God. I’m not into all that fake la-di-da, hoity-toity
mess.” He held up the piece of meat on his fork. “I got to be me,” he sang.
“Lord have mercy. I’m dealing with a damned fool. There’s something wrong with you.”
She popped a piece of potato into her mouth.
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“Yeah, well you like it, baby,” he said. He laughed and chewed on the lamb, but it looked
more like he was sucking on the meat, like he was trying to squeeze as much flavor out of the
lamb as he could.
“I like you, but foolishness that’s another story.” Soon as Virginia said this she regretted
it and searched Teddy’s face for insult. Though she saw none, not a single iota as the old folks
used to say, she still felt bad. “Teddy I want to ask you something, but I don’t want you to get
insulted.”
“Aw hell that means you’re about to insult me then,” he said, chewing a mouthful of
lamb, potatoes and asparagus. “Damn, this food good,” he said.
“Well thank you, Teddy, I appreciate the comment but seriously. How do you get back
and forth to your gigs? Do you always ride with Russell? I mean, you have a lot of places you
have to be for somebody that doesn’t have a car.” She looked at Teddy square on, eye to eye and
swallowed the lump she felt lodged in her throat that could not distinguish between meat and
potatoes or nervousness.
Teddy frowned. He looked taken aback. He blew a sigh, took a sip of pignot noir, and
when he set the cup down, all of the chagrin had left his face, like he had washed it down with
the wine. “Well, me and Pig play mostly all our gigs together, so it’s no problem with him, at
least I don’t think it is. What, you don’t like seeing a man that has to use his feet to get around? I
know you Ms. High Society School Teacher and all that, and I guess you get tired of having to
pick me up when we go out.”
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Any woman would, she thought. “It’s not that. It’s just, I know you have a lot to do and
you have a lot of places to go. You can’t go around hopping trains like they did in the old days or
like you’re a hobo or something.”
“Damn, baby why I got to be a hobo,” he said.
“Oh, lord. That’s not what I meant.” She rubbed her forehead and for a moment regretted
having brought up the subject but she had too. She imagined Marcus watching over them,
laughing at her. Like he always did when the people around him screwed up. “I just want to help
you, man. I mean, you’re grown. How does that look? A grown man having to hitch rides all
over town whenever he needs to go somewhere.”
“What having to hitch rides? What does that have to do with anything? As long as I get
from point A to point B. I don’t care.” Teddy had stopped eating, his fork jutted up from his
lamb like he had just stabbed it to death.
“Baby, don’t take it like that. It’s just, I was thinking. Well I’ve been considering buying
a new car and maybe I could let you use the one I have now. You know so you can get around.”
Yes Marcus laughing his ass off, rolling over and holding his stomach.
How ridiculous, he would’ve said. Your man should be giving you a car. Damn, Virginia,
is this what you settle for. You must be desperate, he would’ve smacked his lips and shook his
head. Scraping the bottom of the barrel.
“I appreciate it, Genie, but no thank you. I’ll be all right.” He said. He picked up his fork
and started working to finish his food again.
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“Just think about it. It’ll be a while before I buy another car anyway. I’m just trying to
help.” She dropped her fork, really it was like she threw it down, because it hit her plate with a
clank. Then she cupped her hand over her forehead and rubbed across her temple.
“Damn, baby, you getting mad because I won’t take your car? I don’t know whether
that’s good or bad.”
“Me either,” Virginia said “I was just trying to help.” Her voice began trembling.
Teddy looked at Virginia and huffed. He got up and moved his chair, so he was sitting
beside Virginia, instead of across from her. He sat down and rubbed her cheek with the back of
his fingers, brushed her hair behind her ear. “Thank you baby, ain’t nobody ever been this nice to
me before. I’m not used to it.” His fingers caressed the line of her jaw, down to her chin. “You
know, sometimes when I think about you, I get nervous. Because, I mean, sometimes I wonder
what you see in me. I look around here and think about where I live and it’s just different. I can’t
believe it’s happening, you know. Me being here with you.”
I see the blues in you, Teddy. She looked at Teddy, and when she did, he pulled her by
the chin and kissed her. A slow, gentle kiss that tickled a little because of his moustache. She felt
something warm inside her, something melting the ice that had frozen around her heart after
Marcus died. She rested a hand on Teddy’s forearm. “Don’t worry about all that baby, just let me
help you. Don’t worry about why I’m doing it, or how it makes you look. Just be grateful that
somebody cares enough to have your back.” She thought about Bobby Blue Bland and she
wanted to sing to Teddy, I’ll take care of you. Like she had wanted to sing to Marcus but had
never been able. Never had the confidence to share her blues with him. She knew then why she
was falling in love with Teddy. She rubbed his forearm and leaned her head against his.
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“Just think about it, baby. Put your pride away for minute. You can still be a man.
Everybody needs a little help now and then.” This time she kissed Teddy across the corner of his
mouth, then his cheek.
After they ate, they watched Sanford and Son, in the bedroom she had converted into a
den. Halfway through the news, a car horn honked outside. Teddy looked up and Virginia raised
her head from his chest. On the television, Eldridge Cleaver returned from seven years exile in
Paris. Virginia thought of breakfast programs and nights of writing speeches so long her hands
cramped as she finished them, saw Marcus walking to his car, and the man who had fired the
shotgun crouched behind a wheel two spaces over, watching her husband near the truck, keys in
hand, about to throw in his briefcase. Teddy stood and stretched. Virginia took his hand and
rubbed the back of it with her thumb. He held out his arms and when she stood and hugged
Teddy, her cheek touched his and she heard Marcus laughing and slapping his knee. He doesn’t
even have a car, Virginia baby. That the best you can do? Teddy stood above the threshold of the
door and kissed Virginia below her ear; she watched him walk out to Russell’s Oldsmobile, the
deuce and a quarter, growling behind her Mustang, like the cars were about to mate.
When Virginia got to school the next morning, she found a letter in her mail box. When
she saw her name scrawled across the envelope in huge letters that looped raggedy circles and
cut ankles sharp and awkward as stalagmites, she shook her head. The principal wrote like a
twelve year old. When she got to her room and closed the door behind her, she opened the letter.
Virginia knew the school secretary typed the letter and she wondered if Mr. Houston could even
write at all, judging the chicken scratch he signed his letters with. The letter informed Virginia
that the principal, one of the vice-principals, and a district achievement coach would observe her
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class that day. Virginia threw the letter on her desk. She looked around the class, checking the
set-up, making sure everything was ready for the children, the objectives for the week written on
the boards, the wire baskets with their early bird folders, texts books under their desks. She
nodded before leaving, then walked down the hall, and poked her head inside the third door past
hers.
Aileen sat at her desk drinking coffee, a small transistor radio, cracked When I Wake Up
to Sleep No More from small, toneless speakers. Aileen sat at her desk bouncing in her chair,
flipping through a tabloid that Virginia assumed was The National Enquirer. Aileen sang along
and hummed and when she heard Virginia knock, she turned around smiling, and somehow when
she saw Virginia, her smile widened across her face.
“Hey, Ms. Fischer,” Aileen said. They always referred to each other by their last names
when they were at school.
“Girl, you better not let Houston see you reading that,” Virginia said.
“Yeah, you’re right.” Aileen looked up at the clock. When she saw that it was seven fiftyeight, closed the tabloid which wasn’t The National Enquirer but The Globe. Aileen followed
Virginia into the hallway.
“Houston’s observing me tomorrow,” Virginia said.
“Again?” Aileen said. “What is that, three times already?”
“And both of my first two were unannounced.”
The teachers had come out into the hallway, one standing in front of every doorway on
the hall. After the bell shook and echoed through the hall, footsteps rumbled in the distance. She
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listened to the sound crescendo like a stamped, galloping toward her from just beyond the doors
at the end of the hall. The doors flew open, hordes of children walked through them in single file
lines. Keep to right, keep to the right the teachers said, as the students tramped past.
“Girl, let me head to my room. That’s what Houston’s getting on me about,” Virginia
said. She walked away waving at her friend, then turned on girl who tried to run around her.
Virginia put out her arm. “Taylor, get back in line, and go to your classroom. You know better
than to run through this hallway.” Virginia said.
“But Ms. Fischer, I’m trying to get to the room before anybody else,” Taylor said, before
taking a deep breath. “I think I left something in there yesterday.”
“What?” Virginia said. She stood beside the line. She turned around and scanned the
children walking behind her and turned back to Taylor.
“My money, when I got on the bus I didn’t have it,” Taylor said. She talked like she was
about to cry.
Virginia patted the girl’s back and when they got to the classroom. Virginia stood outside
and watched the girl run to her desk, look around, run to back of the room where each student
had an open faced locker, looked back there. Then girl looked around the floor and started going
under a line of desks. Virginia called Taylor and told her to put her backpack in her locker and
grab her Early Bird folder. Taylor stood with her arms stiff at her sides and grunted with
displeasure. Then after following Virginia’s direction, she plopped in a desk near the back of the
class and slammed her folder on top of it. All year Virginia never had a problem with Taylor, and
she stood out in the hallway and watched as the girl opened her folder, and held her pencil to the
paper, with tears rolling over the round of the child’s cheeks. By now other students walked past
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Virginia into the classroom. Most of them giving cheery sleepy salutations. Good Morning Ms.
Fischer. Hey Ms. Fischer. One young man hugged her waist, and she patted his back, pointing
him into the classroom. The students walked in the classroom, visited their lockers and the
baskets that held their folders. The ones who sat near Taylor all looked at the girl, who began to
moan with the tears. She tore a page out of her book and crumbled it into ball inside her fist.
“Taylor come here,” Virginia said. She rested her knuckles against her hips and watched
Taylor walk out into the hall, wiping her cheeks and her nose with her hand.
“Uh, uh, Taylor look on my desk and grab a few of those Kleenexes off my desk, before
you come out here.
Taylor stopped at the door of the classroom then turned around to Virginia’s desk, which
was right behind the little girl. She pulled four tissues from the box on Virginia’s desk, walked
into the hall wiping her face and her nose. Virginia patted the girl’s back and pulled her to the
side of the door. There were still a few students, trickling by, late comers, on their way to class.
One walked past Virginia and waved, then disappeared inside the door. Virginia squatted to her
hunkers beside the girl.
“Taylor what’s going on? When did you lose this money?” Virginia said, listening, she
heard the students’ voices beginning to raise, they were finishing their Early Bird reports.
Taylor pulled an annoying lock of hair behind her ear. The girl’s fingers were short and
stubby. Her cheeks were red as burning coals. She inhaled a sob of a breath that shook the top
half her body and exhaled a slow quaking rattle. “I lost it yesterday.” Taylor said.
“How much was it?” Virginia said.
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“Fifty dollars.”
What in the hell are you doing walking around with fifty dollars in your pocket? Virginia
thought. Something didn’t sound right. “Taylor, that’s a lot of money. Where did you get it
from?”
“I don’t know,” Taylor said. She shrugged her shoulders and turned from side to side.
“Did your mother give it to you?” Virginia said. She furrowed her brow, as she tried to
figure out what the young girl was talking about, crying over something, but hiding at the same
time.
Taylor shrugged her shoulders, fumbled her fingers against her belly. She wore a white
dress, with a black embroidered collar and three black buttons down the top of it, white patent
leather shoes and white laced socks. Her hair swept back and fell in tangles and frizz and frayed
edges.
“Taylor, I need to know what’s happening. We need to call your mother. Did she give
you fifty dollars?” Virginia said. Not that it was a lot of money, but who would send their child
to school with five dollars in their pocket, much less fifty?
“No, no, no, no,” Taylor said. She shook her head and grabbed Virginia’s shoulders.
“Taylor, I need to speak with your parent about this. You are obviously, very upset about
this money.”
“Please, Ms. Fischer, you don’t have to do that,” Taylor said. She hugged Virginia and
leaned on the teacher’s shoulder. She pressed her head against Virginia’s collarbone and
squeezed her neck.
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Virginia pulled at Taylor, who wouldn’t let go of her neck at first. Virginia had to pry the
girl’s arms off her neck. She knew then, she had to talk to the parent. She brushed the child’s hair
and walked her back into the classroom. The kids were caught in mid whisper, when Virginia
and Taylor walked back into the classroom. Two boys out of their seats, one crouching at another
boy’s desk and another who had been swinging at a girl ran back to their seats when Virginia
walked back into the room with Taylor.
Virginia had to wait until lunch time to call Taylor’s mother. She used the phone in the
guidance counselor’s office, instead of the main office because she wanted to avoid running into
to Mr. Houston, if she could. The guidance counselor was speaking with a student in the small
open workspace of the office. After exchanging pleasantries, Virginia asked the woman if she
could use her phone and with a smile, the woman pointed to the glass window covering the back
room of the office. Virginia was already walking past the guidance counselor to the inner-room
and when she went in she closed the door behind her and sat at the desk covered with paperwork,
pictures of the guidance counselor making faces alongside her husband. Virginia pulled an index
card from the pocket of her slacks and dialed the contact for Taylor’s emergency contact, the
girl’s mother, Myra Cook. The phone rang seven times, before someone picked it up.
“Hello,” a voice said. It was a woman’s voice and it sounded scratchy. The woman on the
other end of the phone yawned and smacked her lips.
“Hello, may I speak to the parent of Taylor Cook, please,” Virginia said. She heard a
television playing in the background noise, with hollowed crackles, and what Virginia thought
was a child crying for her mother to hold her.
“This is Taylor’s parent,” The woman said, breathing heavy into the phone.
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The woman did not offer her name. Virginia shook her head. They were already off to a
bad start. “How are you, this morning ma’am,” Virginia said.
“I’m fine,” The woman said.
Virginia ignored the suspicious inflection she heard in the woman’s voice. “First I would
like to say, you have an amazing daughter. Taylor is one of my best students.”
“Okay, well why are you calling then?” Myra said. Then she cleared her throat. “I didn’t
mean it like that. I worked a double shift yesterday and I didn’t get off until three in the morning,
so I am beat.” Myra sighed. “Let me guess, she came to school looking for some money she had
lost right?” Myra’s voice drawled and fell to a low, sleepy grunt.
“Yes, ma’am,” she frowned and looked at the phone, like the receiver itself was speaking.
She looked up through the wire glass, out into the open space of the guidance office. The
counselor still working with the young man. Houston stuck his head in the door and something to
the guidance counselor. Before he left he looked up, saw Virginia and looked at his watch,
before he closed the door. “She got to class before any of the other students. She was crying too.
I asked her what she was looking for, and she told me, but she was still being mysterious about
it.” Virginia did not mention how strange she thought it was. Just the fact of a child that age
walking around with fifty dollars in her pocket, was disturbing enough, but the desperation and
the fear that Virginia saw in the little girl unnerved Virginia. She hoped this would be the sort of
thing she could leave behind in school, but she knew the image of Taylor’s weeping face would
follow her home, and would probably stay with her the entire night, maybe the rest of the week,
like a bad cold.
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“Taylor stole fifty dollars out of my purse. I know what had in there when I set it down,
but when I asked her what she had done with the money, she couldn’t tell me. Then she said she
lost it. So I told her if she doesn’t find it, she’s going to get the worst beating she ever had in her
life,” Myra said. Her voice began to rise, like talking about her daughter and the money had
shaken her awake.
“Well whatever it is, she can’t find it, and the child is afraid,” Virginia said. She thought
about having to tell Houston about this conversation and cringed. Maybe she could talk to one of
the assistant principals or the guidance counselor, since she was right there. She looked at the
clock. Twelve seventeen. She had a little over five minutes before having to go the cafeteria and
pick up her students.
“She should be afraid. Not just because of me, but she stole part of the rent money. I’m
supposed to pay it by tomorrow. I’ve been trying to borrow it, but you know how that goes,”
Myra said.
“Well can’t you tell your landlord to hold off for a couple of days until you can come up
with the money?”
“I don’t know, I suppose but,” Myra said, sounding like her daughter now.
“Well, ma’am, could you take down my telephone number? I mean if you need some
help trying to figure out the situation.” Damn, Virginia thought. She didn’t know what else to do.
This would have to work for now. She had made up her mind that she would not talk to Houston
about it, not yet. She thought about talking to the guidance counselor. So this would have to do
for a solution for now.
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Silence, then soft inhaling, it sounded like Myra was lighting a cigarette. Then the
woman blew hard into the phone, so hard Virginia thought that smoke would come through it.
“Okay, can you hold on for a second, while I grab a pen?”
Virginia agreed to wait, with an impatient hum, that didn’t part her lips. She looked at the
clock. Twelve twenty, she had five minutes to get to the cafeteria. She knew Houston would be
in there, now that she had seen him. He would be there waiting, and whenever she walked into
the cafeteria, he would look at his watch again, but it took only a few seconds for Myra to get
back on the phone. Wheezing and blowing smoke, talking like she was holding a cigarette
between her lips. Virginia called out her number like she was reading it from a cue card, slow
and deliberate pronunciation of each number. Soon as the woman read the number back to
Virginia, she rushed off the phone with the promise to help Taylor and Myra as much as she
could. She hung up the phone and walked out of the inner office, wondering if it was a promise
she would regret.
All afternoon she waited for Houston to walk into the classroom. She taught the students
to multiply fractions, they read To Kill a Mockingbird, and the children wrote their own stories,
about making friends like Jem, Scott and Dill, and as the children worked in groups, she
swooped and circled between them, and looked for a dark suit at the door. After walking the
students to the buses, she went to Aileen’s room. She found her friend writing on a chalkboard.
Aileen turned, her fingers pink with chalk dust, on the board behind her head, the next day’s
date, Friday, November nineteenth, underneath that in round cursive letters that sang, and swept
across the black slate. She must have let her students wash the board toward the end of the day,
because the dark of it looked soft and lucid even, like something brilliant shined inside it. The
corners were still shiny with small damp spots were the water on the board hadn’t dried.
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Virginia sat in a desk behind Aileen, the top of it flipped when she rested her elbow the
wood board. She caught herself before she fell, looked up at Aileen and laughed. “What do you
have going on in here?” Virginia said.
Aileen turned from the board, rubbed her hands with a wet wipe and dried them with a
paper towel. She held them up fingers spread wide and examined them half of a sneer. She sat
rubbing the inside of her palm, with her thumb, scraping her cuticle with her thumbnail. She
shook her head, when she saw Virginia wobbling the wood panel of the desk, over the metal
frame.
“I know, girl.” Aileen said. “I reported it yesterday. Hopefully, they’ll have it fixed by
tomorrow or at least over the weekend.” She had sat in a desk in the row next to Virginia and
now the women faced each other, both of their legs stuck into the row between them.
“Girl Taylor came to class this morning crying, looking around, said she had lost fifty
dollars,” Virginia said. She got up from that desk and sat in the one next to Aileen. Virginia
pushed at the top of the desk, but it was steady.
“What was she doing bringing that much money to school? Do you have an out of town
field trip or something?” Aileen said. Her elbow rubbed across the desk as she leaned forward.
“Have I said anything about a fieldtrip? I don’t know what she was doing. The little girl
was hysterical. Then I called her mother, and she said the child had stolen the money from her.
Then the lady went on about the money being part of her rent, and she was already behind on
that. I don’t know.” Virginia thought about Marcus. The success of the school site depends on
the active participation of everyone in the school’s surrounding communities.
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“Sounds like a mess girl. Now you definitely need to tell Mr. Houston about that,” Aileen
said.
“What is he going to do? Nothing,” Virginia said. She looked and the door then back at
Aileen. “Not a damn thing.” She covered her mouth with both hands, and her voice dropped to a
rasp.
“Girl, you are crazy,” Aileen said. “There is something wrong with you. This is his
school, Genie.”
“Exactly, look at that desk I just sat in, these textbooks. Anything we want to do with the
children, we have to spend our own money. I’m not thinking about Nathaniel Houston. I already
have to deal with him tomorrow. Hell, isn’t that enough? Oh and he’ll be interviewing with
district personnel, sent over from the board of education.” Virginia sat up straight and turned her
nose, as she said this. Then she leaned toward Aileen and lowered her voice. “You don’t think
the school has enough money to keep the desks from falling apart, or to purchase textbooks that
aren’t a decade old?”
Aileen looked at the open door of the classroom. She got up and closed the door, then sat
back down with Virginia. “You shouldn’t talk like that. Not here anyway,” Aileen said.
“Nobody wants to talk, everybody wants to act like everything is okay; meanwhile the
children suffer. She sighed and rested her chin in the palm of her hands. I don’t even know why I
came back here.”
“Well you couldn’t stay in California. Where were you supposed to go?”
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Anywhere but this backwater, river town, she thought. “Let’s go something to eat. I could
do some Italian food. How about Grisanti’s?” What she really wanted was a glass of wine but not
at home. She wanted to see some smiling faces, some unsuspecting schnooks she could deride.
Then she thought about Taylor. How could she help her? She could hear Marcus telling her she
must reach out to the child’s parent with sincerity and goodness, and she wished Marcus would
have practiced some of his relationship building strategies at home. Maybe their marriage would
have been better. Maybe he would still be alive if he had only let Virginia save him. If he had
only encouraged her to help him, instead of pushing her away. That last speech. The one that got
him into more trouble than anything. She should’ve never written it. At least she should have
warned him. She knew what would happen when he delivered the address, but she never did. She
didn’t think he would listen. Did she know somehow? Did she give it to him out of spite, since
he thought he was so damn smart? A tear rolled down her cheek, and Aileen looked startled, then
got up and sat beside her friend. She wrapped an arm around Virginia and pulled her close.
Virginia rested her head against the top of Aileen’s chest, near the collar bone.
“Virginia, it’s going to all right. Forget about Mr. Houston. You are a wonderful teacher,
and it doesn’t matter who he brings into your classroom. They’ll see too,” Aileen said.
Virginia wiped her cheek and smiled. The smile felt uneasy, like at any moment here face
would crack and release a deluge of dammed emotions. “Girl, please. I’m not studdin’ Mr.
Houston.” Virginia sat up straight in her desk. “I’m going to go grab my stuff real quick. How
long will it be before you are ready?”
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“I’m ready now,” Aileen said. “Are you sure you want to go to Grisanti’s? That’s kind of
fancy for the middle of the week isn’t it?” Aileen walked to her desk and began gathering her
things: purse, satchel, a marine blue wrap around shawl.
“It’s Thursday. That’s close enough to the weekend for me.” Virginia headed to the door.
She stopped and turned around, with her hand on the door knob. “Are you in a hurry?” Virginia
said.
“No, not really, why?” Aileen said.
“I need to make a stop along the way. Don’t worry it won’t take long.” Virginia opened
the door, and stepped into the muted light of the hallway. She thought about Taylor and the
telephone conversation with Myra, and she thought about Marcus. She went back into her room,
and before she gathered her things. She sat at her desk and pulled out the folders she kept with
the parent’s contact information. She found Myra’s name in the notebook and wrote down the
address.
Virginia got of her car in front of the address she written down on her small notebook
that she pulled out of her pocket and held. She looked at the address painted in black cursive
letters above the front porch of the house. The numbers had faded to shadows, the left overs of
paint, like they had been scrawled across the front of the house, thousands of years before, by
some long extinct civilization. The shotgun house looked like it hadn’t had a fresh coat of paint
since the yellow fever epidemics, and the old paint that did cover the house chipped away in
patches and curled into rolling tongues, beckoning Virginia to enter the house. The funhouse.
The house looked like it had gone mad. Virginia wondered what stories the house had to tell.
What would it tell her about Myra and Taylor? Had they been mistreated by some old drunk of
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an elementary school drop out? Did Taylor stay up nights, crying, missing a father who’s
abandoned her before she was born? Did Myra sit, in the dark of morning, at a table covered in
bills she could not afford to pay, smoking Kites, drinking Seagram’s Gin, straight from the
bottle?
Aileen pulled up behind Virginia, instead of getting out the car she rolled down the
window, leaned toward the passenger’s side. She peered out, surveyed the house. Her eyebrows
furrowed, her mouth slanted into half of a smirk that betrayed a sheltered upbringing. “I—I think
I’m going to wait out here,” Aileen said.
The window rolled back up, as Virginia turned back to the house. Aileen’s car doors,
locked with a clunk as Virginia started for the front porch. Three steps led to the porch. They all
creaked, and the last felt like it might give way, when Virginia stepped on it. There was no
screen, just a door covered in white paint, chipped away in ragged patches. Virginia pictured
Taylor playing at the front door, scrapping away the paint with her thumbnail. She knocked
twice and before the third, Virginia heard the bolts of locks twist open, and the jangle of a chain
sliding out the door guard. The door swung open, just enough for a reddened face to stick its way
through. The woman looking out the door had deep wrinkles that looked more like rivulets in the
corners of her eyes and mouth, her lips were thin and cracked. Her hair framed her face with
curls wilted and frizzy like she had been somewhere sweating all day, even though it was nippy
outside, the cool of autumn playing in the air with glee. Virginia had only met Myra once, during
open house during the first month of school, a week after Labor Day, but she recognized the
woman instantly, the fatigue, the tobacco stuck to her breath. When the woman saw Virginia’s
face, she jumped back, like she had been expecting someone else.

219

“Oh, he-hey, Ms. Fischer, I didn’t know you were coming by,” Myra said. She stood
back and opened the dirty, the smell of dirty dishes and soiled laundry rushed out the house like
stampeding, snorting, dust and old stank dirt rising from the drumming of their hooves. “You can
come in if you like, please excuse my house, I’ve been pulling double shifts now, three weeks
straight.”
Virginia nodded and stepped over the threshold. She resisted the urge to look around, like
Myra’s living room was a museum exhibit. She took in what she could without being obvious.
The hard wood floor, dull dusty, like it belonged in a log cabin or an episode of Little House on
the Prairie. The opened ironing board pushed against the wall, a white shirt, with a gold nametag
flung across the ironing board. A floor a wobbly cart, with a thirteen inch, black and television
balanced on top it, a stalk of crinkled aluminum foil jutting up, from the back of the TV.
“Taylor, hurry up and come out the bathroom. I got a surprise for you,” Myra said,
winking at Virginia. Myra wore jeans with holes worn in both knees. The threads around the
holes, frayed, made it look like the holes in the jeans were expanding right before Virginia’s
eyes.
“I hope you’re doing well this afternoon,” Virginia said. “I just stopped by to check up on
Taylor, and you, to make sure you were all right. Our conversation earlier had me worried about
you,” Virginia said. She sat at the end of the couch shown to her by Myra. Virginia pulled the
strap of her purse up on her shoulder. Set her purse in her lap.
Following a flush and about thirty seconds of running water, Taylor opened a door that
Virginia could not see but judged to be at the beginning of the hallway, because from where she
sat she saw the light from the bathroom shine against the wall, and heard full fledge the sound of
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the toilet bowl refilling with water. The water hissed and droned, bubbled as Taylor walked into
the living room, drying her hands on the bottom of a white t-shirt, with a pink stain at its top,
near the collar.
“Taylor, what did I tell you about that, look who came by to see you today,” Myra said.
She smiled, a grin directed toward Virginia, though Myra’s eyes never left Taylor.
Taylor looked up from her hands, wrapped inside the wrinkled white shirt, and stopped
mid-step with a skid. The girl’s shining red lips became an O, so did both her eyes.
“Ms. Fischer. What… I didn’t do nothing,” Taylor said. She looked up at her mother. “I
didn’t mom, I promise.” She stepped back.
“Taylor,” Virginia said. “Nobody said you did anything. I came to check on you, because
I was worried. Come sit down.” Virginia patted the place on the couch next to her, looked up at
Myra who nodded.
Taylor looked at Myra, at the couch and back at her mother. She held her hands behind
her back. Taylor’s feet stood bare, beneath her jeans, and Virginia pictured the bottom of the
girl’s feet to be black as tar.
“Go on,” Myra said, gesturing Taylor over to the couch with a tilt of her head.
Taylor walked over to the couch, each step slow and careful. Fumbling her hands, Taylor
sat next to Virginia. The girl looked down, at her hands, at the worn hardwood floor. Virginia
wrapped her arm around Taylor’s shoulders and pulled her closer. This seemed to relax the girl
and she leaned toward Virginia, rested her head against Virginia’s side.
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“Did you find that money you were looking for,” Virginia said. She stroked a lock of
hair, pushing it behind Taylor’s ear.
“No,” Taylor said. The word stretched in a moan, a lament, a plea for mercy. She shook
her head against Virginia’s side.
Virginia looked up at Myra, whose shoulders raised and lowered with a quick sigh. Myra
walked over and knelt next to Taylor, rubbed the girls arm, made a shooing sound, an effort
meant to calm the girl. Myra heaved, frowned at Virginia.
“I’m sorry,” Virginia said. “It’s just, she seemed so upset at school, and when I talked to
you, you said something about your rent coming up short.”
“It’s all right, Ms. Fischer,” Myra said. “She finally told me what she did with the
money.” Myra rubbed Taylor’s arm.
Virginia leaned back and looked down at Taylor, “Really, Taylor, what happened to your
mother’s money,” Virginia said. She leaned over, so her face would be nearer to Taylor’s.
Taylor buried her face into Virginia’s side. She shook her head and moaned, loud, hard,
but the cries were muffled. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,”
“She gave it to some girl at school. The girl threatened her, told her she had until Friday
to bring her fifty bucks or else.” Myra shook her head.
“Some girl at school, who?” Virginia said.
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“I’ve been trying to get her tell me all afternoon, but she’s scared,” Myra said. “Ms.
Fischer, I don’t know what to do, maybe you could talk to her. This isn’t like Taylor, she’s never
stolen anything from me before. Maybe you could talk to her.”
“You sure?” Virginia said. She looked down at Taylor and rubbed the girl’s hair.
Feigning surprise, like she didn’t want to get involved, knowing that’s exactly what she had
come to do. She looked at the door, and thought about Aileen, outside. Aileen would be all right,
besides she wouldn’t be much longer. “Taylor, do want to tell me what happened.”
Taylor shrugged, chewed the tip of her index finger. She looked up at Virginia. Her bangs
parted, the ends of her hair shook once past where they had been cropped, just above her
shoulders, “I don’t want to get in trouble.”
“Well why did you steal your mother’s money?” Virginia said. “Didn’t you know that
was wrong?”
Taylor nodded and moved her mouth, like chewing the side of her tongue. She wiped her
eyes and cheeks and started to wipe her hands on her shirt. She paused as if expecting to be
scolded, but Myra said nothing. Instead, she left the living room through the beads that hung
above the threshold leading to the kitchen.
“She said I could be in the club, but I had to give her fifty dollars,” Taylor said. She
lowered her voice when she said this, not to a whisper, but she mumbled through the words,
opening her mouth just enough to move her lips, without moving her teeth.
“What club? I don’t know about any club at school that costs fifty dollars to get in,”
Virginia said. Who told you that?”
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“No, Ms. Fischer, she’s going to get me,” Taylor said, scooting closer to Virginia.
“Wait a minute, Taylor, Who’s going to get you, your mother?” Virginia said. “Taylor,
you’re going to have speak up, be clear. I don’t understand what you’re saying. How can I help
you, if you refuse to be honest with me?” Virginia wondered if she’d made a mistake. Dropping
by this house, involving herself in all of this.
“No not mommy, I can’t tell you, because she said she would beat me up if I did,” Taylor
said.
Taylor’s whining began to frustrate Virginia, and the frustration combined with the
compassion she felt for this family spun pirouettes up and down the disks of her spine.
“Taylor, I drove all the way over to check on you, because I worried about you. I have
my friend waiting outside, in the cold. Your mother needs her money back, darling. Now who
did you give it to?” Virginia gave Taylor’s arm a soft squeeze.
Taylor’s lip trembled. She looked up into Virginia’s eyes and the girl covered her mouth
with bunched fingers, chewed on her knuckles. Taylor mumbled something that sounded like a
name, but Virginia couldn’t quite catch it. She put her hands over Taylor’s and with a gentle pull,
brought them down from the girl’s mouth.
“Who, did you say?” Virginia said.
“Natasha,” Taylor said, like she’d just given up everything inside her. The tears poured
from her eyes, like they had been dammed, pushing and eroding the cracks, until they had come
bursting forth just now.
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“Natasha, why did you take twenty dollars to school and give it to Natasha?” Virginia’s
voice went flat for a second, then she remembered how frightened Taylor was, and how sweet
the little girl was. Virginia did her best to keep the tone of her voice soft and consoling.
However, hearing Natasha’s name made it hard. Natasha Fields was the girl’s name. She had
been left back, first in the first grade and again in the third. Natasha was the tallest, the largest
girl in Virginia’s class, and she knew it. She bullied everybody, boys and girls. The girl had
called herself trying to intimidate Virginia, on the first day of school, but Virginia nipped it in
the bud, quick. The worst part was, the girl was actually intelligent, and Virginia had assumed
that Natasha was merely perpetuating an image of herself that she thought everybody expected,
and overcompensating for her large size, in the same instance.
“Go get your mother,” Virginia said. She watched as the child jumped from the couch
and ran out the living room, calling for her mommy. In less than a minute, Myra walked out the
back of the house, folding a shirt, a pair of Taylor’s jeans, flung over her shoulder. Myra stood in
front of Virginia. Taylor wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist, and hid her face behind
Myra’s hip.
“Taylor told me what she did with the money. She says she gave it to another girl in my
class. A girl named Natasha, who I’ve had problems out of all year. She likes to bully the other
children, but I have to look into it some more to be sure, but until then.” Virginia pulled a billfold
from her purse and handed Myra three crisp twenty dollar bills.
“No, Ms. Fischer, I couldn’t,” Myra said. She held her hands up and looked at the bills,
her eyes glassy. Her hands poised as if she might try to snatch the bills at any moment.
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“You can, no one has to know. Trust me, I would be the one getting in trouble if anyone
were to find out,” Virginia said. She edged the money toward Myra’s fingers, the bills brushed
against the weary mother’s fingertips. “Pay your rent. Don’t look at it like a handout. Taylor is
one of my best students. If at all possible I need her in my class, when it’s time to take the
achievement tests at the end of the school year. If you had to move, then who knows? You might
have to pull Taylor out of the school, which would be a shame. She brings a positive mood to my
classroom that we would all miss, myself and the students, if she weren’t there.”
Myra opened her hand, and this time when Virginia, stretched the twenties forward, Myra
took the bills, crumpled them inside her fist. Then she looked down at Taylor, who still had her
face buried in the solace of Myra’s denim covered side. She stroked the back of the girl’s head,
pulling the frizz and waves in the girl’s hair straight. “You do all of that in class, darling?” Myra
said.
Taylor lifted her head, looked up into her mother’s eyes and shrugged.
“Well, Ms. Fischer, sure does have a lot of nice things to say about you. Tell her thank
you,” Myra said.
Taylor rushed Virginia and wrapped her arms around Virginia’s neck. Virginia jumped,
startled by Taylor’s speed. The girl squeezed Virginia’s neck so hard. She wondered for a
moment if the girl was trying to choke her. She pulled at Taylor and tried to free herself, but the
girl held on. Virginia felt the girl shaking against her. She wrapped her arms around Taylor and
returned her embrace. From the door leading into the rest of the house, Virginia heard a baby cry,
like it had just awakened and found itself alone, in the dark. Virginia looked at the door then at
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Myra, the little girl who still held her neck, was now thanking her, over and over in whispers that
seemed to be mixed with sobs.
“I didn’t know you had a baby,” Virginia said. “I thought Taylor was an only child.”
Virginia finally pulled Taylor back. The little girl stood by her side, head down, her tiny hand
resting on the nape of Virginia’s neck.
“I don’t,” Myra said. “What made you say that?” The woman’s brow furrowed a bit, and
betrayed her confusion. It was a genuine look. So was the fear and reproach that was slowly
overtaking Myra’s eyes.
Virginia stood. It was time to go, exchange pleasantries and walk out of the door, before
Myra tried to give her back the money.
Virginia, walked with a brisk stride, her shawl wrapped around clenched tight with both
her fists. Most of the sun had disappeared behind the trees sky-lining and turning the points into
a dark, jagged row of leaning bicuspids and lateral incisors, black against the raw flesh color of
twilight. The air so cold, it felt like bees stinging her face. She barely looked at her friend, who
sat in the car behind hers, with windows rolled up and white fluffs of exhaust chugging from the
tailpipe. Virginia jumped in her own car, turned the exhaustion and cut the heater on high. She
held her gloved hands in front of the vent, rubbed her hands together, blew on them, and threw
them back in front of the heater. She blew a guffaw, shook her head once, when she thought of
Aileen sitting in the car. Virginia would’ve bet the bank that Aileen had all the doors locked.
There was also the faint growl of Walter Hawkins, singing a sermon from the radio, shaking the
car, as if the voice could stretch the car from the inside, like hands poking through a balloon, or
the soft white membrane, just beneath an eggshell.
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The women drove. Virginia thought about the trip to Oakland California, with Marcus
scrunched into the passenger seat, his knees and elbows touching, the top of his head only an
inch or two from touching the roof of the car, and how on the way back from Oakland, his
absence had taken up even more room, pressing Virginia against the driver side door, inflating
against the back of her head and under her chin like a helium balloon, the Ford carrying the
entire Thanksgiving Day Parade inside its cab. Aileen drove behind Virginia, the familiar shape
of the headlights glaring in Virginia’s rearview mirror, watching from a safe distance. The
Aileen that Virginia thought she knew.
Though it was cold, the two drove south on North Highland, past the mouth of the Sam
Goodman expressway, emptying onto the avenue, lined with fencing and the hard cement under
the freeway; where the homeless slept at night, over a set of railroad tracks that cut a diagonal
across the street, and past the cookie cutter ranch-style houses, framed by manicured yards and
hedges trimmed to perfectly symmetrical shapes. A couple of yards had already been decorated
for Christmas time, lights draping the hedges. They swung into the Poplar Plaza, on the right side
of the street, at the corner of Poplar Avenue and the juncture where North Highland turned into
South Highland. A bit too close to Memphis State for Virginia, she could not help but to think of
the grueling exams, and the graduate courses that had demanded every part of her core in order
to complete, but that same rigor, as they called it saved her, from her own guilt, the voices inside
her that condemned her of Marcus’s death.
Instead of Grisanti’s, the women ate at Britling’s Cafeteria, then walked together, arm
and arm, shivering against the still night, without the wind, the chilled air—that north wind
Virginia’s daddy had called it—draped over them, like a quilt sewn from patches of ice. Winter
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rapping softly at the front door, soon quiet tapping would become the loud bangs of a forlorn, an
unrequited lover, rattling the door from its hinges.
The lights inside of Montgomery Ward, a sign of warmth beaconed the women, who like
travelers wearied by miles of trekking through the brutal elements, looked at the lights first, then
each other with smiles, as if the mere sight of the lights were enough to warm their freezing
digits and limbs and to stand close to the light would surely melt the ice away from their hearts,
even Virginia’s. The two teachers, still holding each other quickened their steps. Aileen holding
the back of her wool bowler, Virginia gripping the lapels of her shawl, the high heels of her
boots scratching across the sidewalk.
The two rushed through the double glass doors of the department store, giggling, more
from the shock of the heat against their cold skin than anything else. A shock that trembled both
of them, and racked their bodies with uncontrollable shivers that lasted only a matter of seconds,
but made the two women shake like a pair of wet dogs. A woman dressed in black from her
stockings to the strings dropping from the hinges of her horn rimmed glasses, the bags under her
eyes to the condescending sneer she showed the women as they scurried past, giggling and
falling over each other like a pair of lushes, drunk with autumn and the approaching holiday
season.
Virginia and Aileen fingered through the round racks of sweaters and corduroy pants and
continued the conversation they’d started at Piccadilly’s. They talked more about Virginia’s
observation and how she planned to prepare, Taylor and Myra, Natasha, a mess that could not
have come at a worse time. Virginia wondered how she could look into the problem without
creating too much of a disturbance. She didn’t want to give Houston, or the district personnel any
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more ammunition than they might have already had. She said the words district personnel with a
sneer and downturned lip, her fingers resting with prim and propriety right beneath the meeting
of her collar bone. Aileen held up a knit sweater, pink at the top, lighter in the middle, at the
bottom a spoon of salmon, whipped into a bowl of milk. Virginia shook her head. She hated pink
especially on Aileen, who Virginia thought was too dark for the color, even though Aileen wore
it all the time. Even at this moment Aileen shrugged and held onto the sweater by the hook of its
hanger, flung the knitted top over her back and continued to browse.
“Are you coming to revival?” Aileen said. She looked at another shirt, a V-neck,
sleeveless sweater, red and gold checkers, then Aileen, with her glasses resting on the bulb of her
nose, considered Virginia.
“Of course, why wouldn’t I go?” Virginia asked. “I have to be there remember, right
beside you.” Virginia would sit on the last pew in the church next to Aileen, who served as an
usher. Virginia would watch the room, memorizing as much as she could, writing as much as she
could in her mind. She would go home afterward and write the church bulletin for Sunday. A
special newsletter rejoicing the triumphant souls gathered in God’s name.
“Well, I don’t know, you’ve been hiding out with your bluesman. I mean, I see you at
school, but… So what, he comes over your house every night?” Aileen said. Her voice squeaked.
I didn’t think you had time, but I guess you have some cleansing you need to do.”
“What in the hell do you mean by cleansing?” Virginia said. She looked around the store
and lowered her voice. “Where did that come from?”
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The light in the department store felt hard and crisp against the dark outside and the cold
windows. A mannequin stood to the ladies’ right, on a square pedestal, the sides covered in
panels of black and brown marble, black mesh on the top. One hand posed next to its hip, the
other extended with the palm up, it could have been handing Virginia a pen or a bottle of
perfume to try on, or a silk handkerchief. The mannequin was dressed in a pair of navy bell
bottom slacks, a navy polyester blouse that Virginia liked because of the way the dark shirt
shined. They had missed something when dressing the mannequin, Virginia saw something else,
a flare. A gold chain, with a pendant, stopping just below the third button of the shirt. That’s
what it needed.
“That’s what they’re saying about you, Virginia,” Aileen said. “Not just that.”
The women side stepped down the aisle. Aileen searched through the hangers with an
absent stare.
“Do you think I care? That’s why I don’t deal with all those women like that. What do
you think they’re saying about you?” Virginia said. She leaned toward Aileen and whispered.
“It’s not that Virginia. It’s just, it’s getting out of hand. I mean the things the sisters are
saying,” Aileen said.
Virginia put her arm around Aileen’s shoulder. “We can’t control their mouths. If they’re
talking I must be doing something right.” She rubbed Aileen’s arm and gave her friend a soft
shake.
“Just come to revival tonight, please, Virginia,” Aileen said. She trembled in Virginia’s
arm. She gazed ahead. Her bottom lip quivered.
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Virginia looked at Aileen’s face, then around. There were two saleswomen about ten feet
away. The women were talking, refolding stacks of double knit blouses. One of them cut a quick
glance at Virginia and Aileen. The saleswoman turned her head, soon as her gaze met Virginia’s.
Turned her head back to her work, folding the polyester double knit, striped with thick blocks of
red, purple and yellow set against ochre. The other saleswomen whispered to one folding the
double knit, stared at Virginia and Aileen and kept staring. At first Virginia held the woman’s
gaze, refused to let it go. Then with a flip of dark curly hair, Virginia turned her head.
“I have to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back,” Virginia said. She didn’t have to use the
bathroom. She needed a cigarette. She patted Aileen on the shoulder and turned to walk away,
when Aileen grabbed her arm.
“They said,” Aileen cut the sentence short and bit her bottom lip. She heaved a deep
breath that seemed to settle her, then looked into her friends eyes again. “They said you married
Marcus for his money, took him to California and killed him. Now you’re back here gallivanting
around the town, with a no good bluesman from Riverside.”
Who is they? Virginia thought, resisting the urge to voice the question aloud. She shook
her head and kept turning. She threw her hand up and with her back turned, waved at Aileen.
What was the point in asking? Virginia already knew who’d been talking about her, Marcus’s
sister Nadine.
Virginia had never been inside Montgomery-Ward’s bathroom, and with the door
swinging to a soft, swishy close behind, she marveled at what lay before her eyes. She had never
seen a bathroom so clean. Not anywhere, Memphis, Oakland St. Louis, Dallas or anywhere in
between. She smelled lilac and cinnamon, even a hint of jasmine, a clean scent unsullied by pine
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cleaner or bleach. Virginia relaxed and sighed, raising her shoulders up and down. She laid her
purse on a small, round table, to the right and just beneath the reach of her hand, so she did not
have to bend much to set it there. A lavender cloth covered the table and a white vase filled with
artificial double tulips. The purple and white flowers seemed to fit the décor of the room so well
that if Virginia had not known better, she would have assumed them to be the source of the
wonderful scents filling the bathroom. The entire bathroom had been decorated in hues of purple,
accented with white borders that lined the tops and bottom of the walls, which had been painted
mauve. The stalls in front of Virginia looked darker and to her right on the wall was an
expressionist painting of a cabin surrounded by orchids and what looked like thistle. A small
boy, with curly hair and blushing cheeks, bent over, about to pick a flower and place it into a
basket, draped over his arm, already filled with the lush leaves spilling over the sides.
Virginia opened her purse and pulled a brown, slim cigarette from a green half empty
pack, as well as a small, yellow cigarette lighter. She went inside the bathroom stall, and
hesitated before lighting up, the bathroom smelled so good, but she needed a smoke so bad. She
drew on the burning tobacco, the warm smoke filled her chest and relaxed her, even more as she
blew it out in front of her and watched it spread in billows against the purple stall. She thumped
the ashes into the toilet and took another drag. This time she leaned her head against the side of
the stall behind her and blew the smoke into the air.
If I could just get away, even for just a weekend, she thought, but wasn’t she’d done when
she left Oakland, and there would always be something no matter where she went. Still, she
wanted out of Memphis, away from all the scrutiny and probing eyes, away from Mr. Houston,
and the women at church who watched the doors waiting for Virginia to walk in and take the seat
that Aileen always saved for her. The women at church who whispered and giggled from the
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safety of their closed circles. Virginia hit the cigarette, blew smoke out her nostrils and smiled.
She thought of writing a formal complaint against Mr. Houston and give it to the board
superintendent, Skip Howell, herself.
The saleswoman walked in the bathroom and saw Virginia. She stretched forward,
looking inside the stall. “You know, we have another restroom where you can smoke, it’s at the
back of the store,” The saleswoman wore black slacks and flat shoes, a black and white double
knit jacket. Her hair dark as cherry oak, she brushed a wavy lock behind her ear. Freckles
browned her forearms and her cheeks. Her name tag hung from her jacket, a gold painted
rectangle that caught the fuzz of light and purple belly-dancing over its surface.
“Well why is there an ashtray in here?” Virginia asked. “Another bathroom? No, I’m not
going to do that.” She puffed again and blew the smoke against the mirror. She looked at the
saleswoman’s reflection, in its eyes and shrugged. “I’ll be out there in a minute, to pay for my
clothes.” She set the cigarette in the ashtray, pulled a compact from her purse and popped it
open. She thought about Marcus. You never gave up faith, you believed it could change, even in
the end.
*******
That Saturday Teddy took Virginia to Overton Park. He had been invited to play at Rust
Hall, the gallery for the local art college that had been built near the center of the park, behind
The Brooks Museum. She wondered as Teddy opened the door for her, how she let him take her
out in Pig-Meat’s car. She stepped a cork wedged sandal, blue leather upper, from the deuce and
a quarter, it felt like getting out of a helicopter. Teddy took her hand. Her foot twisted, but she
caught her balance. Teddy caught her, but she pushed at his arms.
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“I told you. I could have driven us. We’re coming up here getting out of this big old
boat,” Virginia said. She grabbed Teddy’s shoulders first, held him and looked him over. Then
she straightened at his bowtie. Does he have to wear these ridiculous, boaters?
“Baby, I don’t want you to drive tonight. The man at the school’s been bullshitting.
You’ve had a hard week. My baby’s going to have fun tonight. That’s what you want a big
strong car, get you from point A to point B safely.” Teddy flexed his bicep and clenched his jaw.
Virginia brushed at his shoulders. They felt like mountains. Teddy wrapped his arms
around her, the trumpet case bounced off her butt. Sometimes it got in the way, but it was a part
of Teddy, maybe he was a part of it, but it felt like it was a part of her, maybe more than Teddy
sometimes. She had never seen him without it. Even if he wasn’t playing the trumpet, even if the
case was out of sight, it was always near.
“I want you to have my car, when I get a new one,” Virginia said. “You need your own
transportation. Bluesmen don’t hop trains anymore.” She held her cheek out and when he kissed
her, she pressed her face against his lips. We can’t keep going out in your friend’s car,” she said.
Teddy led Virginia, by her hand, down the paved road that wound like a snake, through
the park, past the grey, stone walls of the Brooks Museum, the building pavilion that resembled a
mausoleum, or an asylum. Virginia pulled at Teddy’s hand, a cue for him to slow down and let
her walk beside him, but she understood. She knew he was excited. Teddy had been invited to
play at the unveiling of an exhibit portraying the life of WC Handy and some of the other early
Beale Street musicians as well. The exhibit called, Beale Street: The Glory Years, was the senior
project of a young artist, who focused on expressionist renderings, depicting the history of
Memphis.
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People milled around the front of Rust Hall, some drank from clear plastic cups, a few
scooped cubes of finger sandwiches from paper plates and popped them into their mouths.
Virginia looked around at the mix of hippies and academics and those in between. Then she
looked at Teddy, he had never stopped surprising her.
“How much are they paying you for this?” Virginia asked, as they walked up the wide
concrete steps into the front of the hall.
“Virginia, this young lady doesn’t have any money. She said she needed help with her
school work. I’m not a teacher like you. I’m just doing what I can to help her.”
“Teddy you don’t even have a car. Some of these people should be helping you. I wonder
if the young lady would have had you here, if she knew she had to pay you,” Virginia said.
Virginia looked around, taking in everything, admiring the design of Rust Hall. When Teddy had
asked her two nights before, over the phone after she’d gotten home from shopping with Aileen,
she almost said no, but she knew felt stressed. She had still been upset from her confrontation
with the sales woman at Montgomery Ward, and she was dreading the observation with Houston
and the district professional, her head was pounding. Still she did not say no, she told Teddy she
would think about it. Now; however, looking at the design of the building, she felt glad that she
had come, glad that everything had gone well with observation, glad she had seen the
bewilderment in Houston’s eyes when the district reps had praised her, glad she had been a good
mood when Teddy called her and asked her again on Friday night. She hadn’t gotten down to the
bottom of the business with Taylor, but she would.
“I can get a car anytime I get ready,” Teddy said. He pulled the door to Rust Hall open,
and walked in behind her.
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“And you don’t think you need one now?” Virginia said. She knew this was a bad time,
right before Teddy’s gig, but it seemed like all Teddy ever did was play his horn at some place or
another, so finding time to talk when he wasn’t playing music was difficult if not impossible.
“Hold on, baby. I’m trying to find the young lady who asked me to come here,” Teddy
said. He surveyed the room, looking at people mingling and walking past, conversing in random
murmurs and guffaws.
Virginia saw the short, red head with the wide hips before Teddy. The woman had
walked up to him, while he was looking into the crowd in front of him. She tapped Teddy’s
shoulder. He looked behind him, and when he saw the woman, he let go of Virginia’s hand and
hugged the woman, who was so short, she had to stand on her toes to get her arms around his
neck.
“Teddy, I’m so glad you could make it. When I didn’t hear from you yesterday, I got
worried. I thought you had stood me up. I was on pins and needles, you’re like the main part of
my show,” the woman said.
At this Virginia looked around, taking in more of the art than she had paid attention to,
when she was asking Teddy about his plans on transportation. She saw a painting that was half
Robert Johnson, half Jimi Hendrix. The entire piece had been rendered in thick brushstrokes of
black and grey, except the background behind Hendrix, which was lurid aqua that seemed to
glow against the shadowed foreground. A cigarette hung from Johnson’s lips, a jagged stroke of
pristine white, cutting across the shadow and grey of Johnson’s chin. She looked at the painting
on the far side of the wall, a picture of a cotton field and shadow, the silhouettes of a small
house, and tree branches disturbed the perspective. Whether sunset or sunrise, only a crack of
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yellow traced the horizon. The rest of the light had been thrown across the sky like the guts of a
pumpkin. A dirt road led into the distance where a couple, small and dark held each other and
pointed ahead. Virginia looked at the couple and wondered their story. It looked like the couple
saw trouble ahead, or even triumph. She wanted to tell their story, to write about it.
“How could I miss it? I love what you’re doing. Reminds me of when we lived down in
Greenwood, when I was little boy,” Teddy said, he patted the woman’s back. Teddy had to bend
over the woman, he was so much taller than her.
“Is that your painting, over there?” Virginia said. She pointed at the picture of the cotton
field sunset. The two figures pointing at something past the painting’s of field vision.
“Teddy you’re not going to introduce me to your date?” the lady asked.
“Oh, oh yeah, I don’t what know what in the hell I was thinking about. Charge to my
head, not my heart, baby.” He grinned at Virginia, his arm around the woman’s shoulder. “Ann
this is Virginia, Virginia this is the lady I was telling you about Ann.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Virginia said. She extended an open hand. Annie’s hand shake
felt limp, like the woman did not want to touch Virginia, not really, like she had begun to pull
her hand back as soon as touched Virginia, but Virginia held a bit longer. “So all of this work is
yours, right?”
“Everything, you see around you pretty much,” Ann said. She pulled her hand from
Virginia’s and held it up. She turned in a circle, showing off the entire room at once.
“I see you have a down home, back woods sort of theme to your work,” Virginia said.
“But I like it. What did you, go down to Mississippi and take a lot of pictures for the models of
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your paintings?” She pointed toward the painting that had caught her eye, directing Teddy and
Ann gaze toward it in the same motion. “I just love that on over there.”
“Yes, on that piece I think I was getting closer to the blues. I mean what the blues
actually is, once you take away all of its tangible elements you know,” Ann said. She stood
between Virginia and Teddy, and led both of them by their arms, toward the piece that Virginia
had pointed out to her.
“Oh so your exhibit is about the blues,” Virginia said. Ann’s grip felt more comfortable
now, like Ann was more comfortable dealing with Virginia in relation to her artwork.
“It’s actually called, The Blue, Beyond Form,” Ann said. “The primary focus of this
project was to capture the underpinnings, the intangible qualities that make the blues what it is.
Take away the music and the musicians, all the guitars and pianos, and the trumpets…” Ann side
eyed Teddy when she said trumpet. He smiled and the round of his cheeks reflecting light. Ann
and Teddy, laughed together, like there had been some private joke in her last comment,
something only the two of them understood. Ann let go of Virginia’s arm and stood up straight,
her eyes widened and her small mouth formed an O. It looked like she had forgotten something.
“Speaking of trumpets, Teddy, I need to get you checked in and set up with the band. PigMeats are already here. He’s back in the greenroom.” She looked at Virginia and smiled. “Would
you mind if I steal your bluesman away for a moment?” she asked.
“Yes, I would mind,” Virginia said. She watched, and giggled inside at her own private
joke, as Ann’s cheeks reddened, and Teddy’s face with flush, like the color in face had been
drained and pumped into Ann’s. “I’m just kidding,” Virginia said. You two go on. I know Teddy
needs to get set up so he can play. What kind of blues exhibit would it be without the blues?”
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“Well there’s food and wine, so just help yourself,” Ann said.
“I’ll be right back,” Teddy said. “Let me just get with Pig-Meat, so I can see how
everything’s set up.”
“Teddy, take your time. I’ll be all right. I’m not going to get lost while you’re gone,”
Virginia said.
Ann turned Teddy around, and the two of them walked through the crowd of milling and
roaming art patrons, to the other side of the large room. Ahead of them, Virginia saw a
microphone, a chair with a guitar leaned against it and a drum set. She hadn’t seen it before
because the crowds of moving people had blocked it from her line of vision, covered up the
small, makeshift center stage. Ann held onto Teddy’s arm as they walked forward. She tip toed
and whispered something into Teddy’s ear as he leaned down. For a moment, she leaned her
head on his arm.
Virginia turned back to the painting in front of her, admiring it through the lens of
information she had just gotten from Ann. The blues considered as an entity, minus the aspects
of it that could be measured in the material world. Minus the sound and all, but what about the
suffering, Virginia asked herself. That thought drove her gaze up the dirt road that cut the cotton
field into two asymmetrical sections and toward the black couple. At this close of a range,
Virginia saw that the couple was actually a man and a woman, who looked to be approaching
their golden years. Both had grey hair, the woman’s tied in a bonnet. The old man leaned on a
cane. She wondered what the couple had been through. Why were they holding each other with
such tight grips? What experiences had they encountered that threatened to tear them apart, and
what had kept them together? Was it the blues? Virginia rubbed her temple and shook her head.
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She grabbed a plastic cup of wine off of a table covered with a crisp white cloth and cups
of red and white wine and trays of cheeses, sliced bits of fruit and various hor d'oeuvres. She
wanted the wine so she would have something to do with her hands, she really didn’t plan on
drinking, too much of it. Maybe a sip or two, she thought. She walked through the lobby of the
gallery, through the gallery of Rust Hall, taking in the various paintings as well as the eclectic
group of people, who looked like walking, living pieces of art themselves. One man stood in
front of her and nodded. He grinned wide and his eyes took in Virginia’s entire form. He wore
grey slacks crossed with yellow and green stripes, a green, wide collared shirt tucked in his
pants, and a tie with matching colors striped across it in diagonals. His hair was grey on the sides
and black on top, and swept with grease sideways across his head. He wore thin glasses that
bounced on his nose, when he raised his eyebrows at Virginia.
“I didn’t know this exhibit had performance pieces,” the man said, but his thick eyebrows
wagged in a way that said hubba, hubba.
Virginia tried to step around the man, but he stepped with her, first to the right, then the
left. He stuck his arms out to the sides, like he was guarding her in a game of basketball.
Virginia stopped, stood in one place. She looked at the man, then rolled her eyes to the
ceiling and sighed a frustrated breath.
“So,” the man said. He stretched the word into an entire sentence, a long, unruly
sentence, a con disguised as supplication. “Are you an admirer of the blues or art or both? No,
no, you young lady are the blues itself, I can see it in your stride, in the way you hold that cup. I
know the blues young lady when I feel it. I’ve studied it over thirty years, since before the days
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of Boss Crump and reverse-segregation on Beale. The only place in the world I was refused
service because I was white. Don’t that beat all?”
Virginia brought her eyes down from the ceiling and looked at the old man. Her brow
still furrowed. She looked in his eyes, and what she thought had been a stereotypical lust for the
brown sugar, that old urge passed down through the loins from the slave masters, to the sons of
the slave masters, and then to their sons, was not lust at all, at least not a physical desire. If she
had stripped naked, right then and there, the old man would have been unmoved, appalled
perhaps. No, there was something else about her that had drawn the lewd and reckless eyeballing
from this old man. He wasn’t simply attempting to stare through her dress. He was trying to peer
into her soul, and from the look on his face, it seemed like he had already gotten a glimpse or
maybe more than that. Maybe he’d gotten an eyeful.
“Really, so what are you, some kind of record producer, or a journalist?” Virginia asked.
“Because I’m not a singer or anything like that, but my boyfriend.”
“You might not be a musician, but still you’re a blueswoman,” The man said, shaking a
wrinkled, pocked finger, fuzzy with sprouts of knuckle hair at Virginia. “I know the blues when I
see it.” He extended his hand. “My name’s Al Chisel. I’m the faculty chair of this exhibit. I also
teach investigative photography here at the art college. I don’t know if you’ve met Ann, but she’s
the artist who rendered all of this fine work for us. A great talent she is one of my best students,
but standing here looking at you. It’s like she missed something, she left something out.”
She left out a lot of things, Virginia thought, but she looked at the man as if taken aback
by his statement. “What do you mean? She left something out?”
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“I see a different kind of blues in you. Yes ma’am your blues is strong, like its magic or
something.”
Before Virginia could respond, Ann had appeared behind Al. She too held a plastic cup,
but hers was almost empty. She slinked an arm around Al’s shoulder and smiled at Virginia.
“Dr. Chisel, I see you’ve met Teddy’s girlfriend,” Ann said. She had a sly look on her
face like she had just revealed some sort of damaging information about Virginia.
“Oh, this is Teddy’s woman,” Chisel said. “Well that explains everything.” Somehow his
smile widened even more.
“Explains what?” Virginia asked. The game began to wax old, but what else was there to
do? She could have stood in a corner or walked around laughing at the all the crazy looking
people lumbering and sauntering through the room. She could have laughed at their clothes or
their pretentious, uppity sneers, and their plastic smiles, but Aileen was not there, and derision
was only fun if you had somebody to laugh with. She couldn’t do that sort of thing with Teddy.
She had never tried, and while Teddy had a wonderful sense of humor, it was mild and gentle.
Virginia liked to laugh at people. Teddy liked to laugh with people.
So she stood there, with this odd couple, this artist and this art professor, and she looked
at them, with a plain stare. Lips stretched into half a smile that rounded her cheeks. She raised
the cup and sipped just enough, so the flavor could wash against the tip of her tongue, and she
amused herself, she laughed on the inside, at Chisel’s ridiculous eyebrows and the hair sprouting
from his knuckles, clawing its way out the cuffs of his sleeves and wiring out his ears in grey and
black crooks and scraggly threads. She laughed at Ann’s height or lack thereof, and imagined the
young artist, who looked to be no more than four and a half feet tall, dressed as Napoleon. Her
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hand tucked in the breast of her shirt. Virginia laughed at the specks of paint at the bottom of the
woman’s poncho and the legs of her jeans. Damn, you must’ve been painting up until they took
the chains off the doors. There were even dots of paint on Ann’s feet, Now Virginia couldn’t
decide on what amused her more, the woman’s spotted feet or the open sandals in the winter.
Virginia could not help; however, admiring this young white woman standing in front of her
covered in the same paint that had rendered these beautiful depictions of the blues that filled the
room.
“Where’s Teddy,” Virginia said. She looked past Ann and Professor Chisel, at the
instruments, unmanned in the open space of the gallery lobby that had been meant to serve as a
stage. The people still milled about, most of them admiring the art on the walls. Some had
formed huddles and spoke in whispers interspersed with random guffaws that popped through
the room like firecrackers. This reminded Virginia of church and the school board meetings she
used to attend with Marcus, especially the ones they went to out in Oakland.
“Oh, Teddy’s in the greenroom we have set up in the back. Come on, I’ll take you back
there,” Ann said. With a smile and a wave of her arm, Ann motioned for Virginia to walk with
her. Out the lobby, across the black tile flaked with white and red specks and yellow swirls, past
a painting of a man’s left profile, taking the right side of the page. He played a blues harp. His
moustache cut thick, a ring on his middle finger made his hand look like an extension of the
harmonica. His eyelids hung low. Blue light tinted the entire image, at the bottom of the painting,
in the right corner, the word enterprise, at the top left, in large boldface letters with round edges,
Blue Light District, in slim strips, Little Tony, the rest of that side inky, starless, indiscernible
from his hairline, the edges of his eyebrows and his moustache.
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Ann led Virginia out of the open space of the lobby, past the roaming patrons, women
wearing long flowing dresses, crinkling, rounding into pleats, paintings, to a short hallway with
two doors, about eight feet apart on the right side of the hallway. The first person Virginia saw
when she walked in the room was Aileen, who sat at the corner end of a of green couch, with a
slanted, buttoned back and walnut oak legs that were stumpy and wedge shaped. Her legs were
crossed and she wore the dress Virginia had picked, the one Aileen had put back. She looked at
Virginia and smirked in a way that spread her lips flat and rose her cheeks. Pig-Meat sat next to
her, a foot taller, one arm stretched across the top of the couch, behind her head. The other
resting, forearm across his thigh, holding a cup of whiskey. A purple Crown Royal bag between
his legs leaned against his thigh. He whispered in Aileen’s ear, she smiled and coughed, like she
was holding back laughter. A table set against the left wall, held dishes of baked chicken,
macaroni and cheese and mashed potatoes. Teddy stood beside the table holding a plate and
forking a piece of chicken, a cup of whisky on the table next to him.
“I see you all are in here having a good old time,” Virginia said. She looked at Teddy and
thought about what Aileen had told her, two days before in Montgomery Ward. She also thought
about everything she had worked for, and the world Teddy frequented. How far removed she was
from the street corners and the cafes and discos. What was this blues that people saw in her? You
need to leave all of that business in Oakland. Hadn’t she done that, especially now that she’d met
Teddy? Through the wall she heard, a faint cry, like a baby waking up alone.
“Hey, Virginia,” Aileen said. She waved a hand at Virginia.
“Teddy, Pig, we start in fifteen minutes,” Ann said. She held the door open and stuck her
head in the room. “Do you guys need anything else?”
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“Do you have anything to drink that isn’t alcohol?” Virginia, asked, turning her head just
enough to see over her shoulder.
“Something to drink, gotcha,” Ann said, pointing a finger and raised thumb at Virginia.
“Anything else?”
“No, this is great,” Teddy said. He chewed a piece of chicken as he spoke. When he
swallowed it, he set his fork on his place and took a sip of whisky.
“Yeah, Ms. Lady, everything is wonderful. We appreciate it too,” Pig-Meat said.
Fuck playing the blues, y’all might as well be in here tap dancing, Virginia thought.
“Okay, be right back,” Ann said, as the door closed.
Teddy walked over to Virginia and pulled her toward him by the small of her back, but
she didn’t move. Then she leaned against him and held out her cheek. After Teddy kissed her,
she stepped one pace back from him. Pig-Meat took his arm off the couch and lit a cigarette. He
kept the drink in his hand, and the bottle balanced against his leg.
“Russell, where’s your girlfriend?” Virginia asked. Aileen smiled at Pig-Meat, a familiar,
private gesture. You have to watch old Aileen, it’s the quiet ones.
“Shoot, I’m trying to get this young lady right here to be my girlfriend,” Pig-Meat said.
He puffed the cigarette and turned from Aileen, when he blew waves, white streams of smoke
out his mouth and nostrils.
Teddy touched Virginia’s arm. “Don’t act like that, baby,” he said.
“How long have you known about this?” Virginia said, pointing at Aileen and Pig-Meat.
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“Known about what?” Aileen asked. She put her finger against her temple. A necklace of
beads shaped like stones, polished greys and browns specks of mineral and coated grain, looped
right below her collar.
“So what was that the other day, about church and the sister’s talking?” Virginia said.
She pulled her purse and felt the strap snug against her shoulder. She pictured Aileen sliding her
hands through racks of dresses, glasses down to the tip of her nose.
“They are talking about you, Virginia, because they know all your business,” Aileen said.
Pig-Meat looked taken aback. “That’s what I am you, your business?” he asked.
“You have a girlfriend,” Aileen said. “And that’s okay. I don’t want to cross paths with
her.” She rubbed then patted the back of his head. “Besides, we’re having fun aren’t we, Pig?”
Pig-Meat nodded then asked Teddy, “Say uh, you got all the songs down right?”
“Yes, come on now Pig, don’t start that shit,” Teddy said. You got the list, when she
moves to the next picture, we play the next song.”
“This food and stuff is cool, but you should ask for more money,” Aileen said.
“Damn, Pig,” Teddy said. “You let the quiet girl turn you out?”
“You got the list or not?” Pig-Meat asked. His eyes bloodshot, he took a sip of whiskey
and dragged the cigarette.
“Yeah, I got it man, damn,” Teddy said. He set the plate down and dug in the pocket of
his black suit coat. He pulled out a pair of black gloves and a crumpled piece of paper.
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Virginia had bought Teddy the black gloves a month before, mid-October at the first
hints of frost and winter creeping onto autumn, the first night she the saw vapor in her breath
condense and she wished she had worn a heavier jacket. Now she watched Teddy stuff the
gloves back in his pocket. What do you want from life, Teddy? She wondered if he’d seen
himself like Ann and Mr. Chisel.
“All right, here we go, Memphis Blues, Rambling on My Mind, Hard Time Killing
Floor,” Teddy shook his head. He handed the paper to Pig-Meat. “I thought you were a
professional.”
Pig-Meat snatched the paper away from Teddy. “I know the songs, but practice makes
perfect, you monkey mouth bastard. Excuse my language ladies, but this motherfucker right here
boils my stomach sometimes. He filled his cup and Teddy’s to the rim. “Oh you’re babysitting
since your woman here, huh?” he laughed as he screwed the top back onto the bottle.
After five knocks, the door opened as Teddy reached for the doorknob, Ann stuck her
head in the room, her red curls bounced.
“You guys ready?” she asked. She smiled, her round eyes blinked twice behind her
glasses.
Teddy nodded at Pig-Meat and picked up his trumpet case from the floor, right next to
the side of the couch where Aileen sat. He set the black, metal trimmed box on the table and
popped the locks. He slipped on the black gloves from his pocket, and when he took the horn
shined, like Teddy had polished it all night.
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Later that night Virginia and Teddy lay in bed together, Teddy had played an album he
said he wanted Virginia to hear. Hank Crawford, Mr. Blues. After he’d put the record on and
danced back to the bed he’d stopped talking, and looked like had put the record on more for
himself because he kept time with the notes and mumbled to himself. He sat up against the
headboard, against the baroque design, the middle ridged and shaped like a shield, sizable spaces
between bars of wood that curved and crossed and looped into each other. He patted his knee,
covered by a cornflower sheet that fell just below his stomach. Virginia lay facing Teddy but not
looking at him. She looked at the cracked door and the hallway infested with shadow.
“Teddy, we can’t keep doing this,” Virginia said. She pulled the sheet tighter and looked
up at Teddy. Put her hand near the rise of the bedding that covered Teddy’s hip, but she did not
touch him.
Teddy grooved and mumbled. He moved his fingers like he was playing the trumpet
along with the song. Virginia pushed Teddy’s leg.
“You’re not listening to me are you,” Virginia asked. She slapped Teddy’s stomach.
Teddy jumped and caught himself to keep from falling out the bed. “What, baby, I hear
you. We can’t keep doing what?”
“You laying up in here every other night,” Virginia said. She had thought of her next
words since that night in Montgomery Ward. Even though Aileen had been full of it, what she
said was true. I guess the lord works through everybody, she thought about Aileen giggling when
Pig-Meat whispered in her ear. “Next thing you know, we’ll be shacking up. No Teddy, if we’re
going to lie in bed together every night, we have to be married.”
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Taken aback, Teddy gave Virginia two quick glances. Then he stared ahead at the door.
The music had stopped playing. Now all they could hear was the crackling and the repeated pops
from the needle, at the end of the record’s side, bumping the smooth, circle of an edge protecting
the records label. The needle could go no further.
“Married,” Teddy said, still staring at the dark surrounding the open door and the mirror
attached to the dresser, set against the opposite wall, facing the foot of Virginia’s bed. He set his
feet on the floor, walked over to a wicker chair, with tulip colored pillows tied to its seat and
back. He stood nude beside by the chair and picked up his pants, the pair of pants that had been
lying crumpled in the chair.
“So now that I brought up marriage, you’re trying to leave?” Virginia asked. “Well go
ahead. I should’ve expected as much.” Virginia lied. The last thing she wanted was for Teddy to
leave, and she was ready to fight for her bluesman, if he tried to walk out before finishing their
conversation.
Teddy looked at Virginia and shook his head. He reached in his pants pocket, pulled out a
pack of Newport cigarettes and a cigarette lighter. He dropped the pants back in the chair and
returned to the bed.
“Girl, you’re crazy as road lizard,” Teddy smiled, and the half-light rolling through the
exposed sheer of curtain rubbed round circles over his cheeks and robed Teddy’s body in strips
of silhouette and soft glistening moon milk. “But that’s how I like em, baby. That’s how I like
em. Is there an ashtray over there beside you?” He looked over Virginia, and pointed to the other
side of her bed. Teddy sat down and lit his cigarette. He threw his head black and blew the
smoke straight into the air.
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Virginia laughed and smiled. At that moment Teddy looked just like that dolphin on TV,
that damned Flipper. She reached under the nightstand next to the bed, and pulled out an ashtray.
She leaned across the bed, held the ashtray out to Teddy, in her open palm.
“Here,” she said.
Teddy took the ashtray, and thumped the grey ash hanging from the tip of his cigarette. “I
know you smoke, Genie. I don’t understand why you think you need to hide it. Like you’re
keeping this ashtray for me or something.” He offered her the open pack.
Virginia looked at the crumpled green and white package and refused it. She never hid
her smoking from Teddy, not really, but she had never smoked around him either. It was
unbecoming for a lady to smoke in front of her man. Her man. She looked at Teddy’s wide back
and wondered what had happened. She had heard the stories, since she was a little girl, about
those no good bluesmen. Singing to a woman at night, then vanishing from her bedside, before
the next morning’s rooster could crow. Now she was in love with one.
“Now, marriage, I don’t know too much about that,” Teddy said. “I mean I watched my
momma and daddy and it seemed like it worked all right for them, but I haven’t hung around a
woman this long, so all this is new to me as well. I don’t know, might not be so bad.”
“This long? Teddy we’ve only seen each other for five months. You’ve never been with a
woman longer than five months?” Virginia let her voice go high, hoping to betray a bit of
exasperation. However, his last words disturbed her most. Not so bad, what does he mean by
that. He could tolerate being around me if he had too?
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“Not one woman, just me and her? Naw, I haven’t done that before. Most I’ve seen the
same woman’s about, um two or three weeks maybe, I don’t know.” He hit the cigarette and
thumped another round of ash into the ashtray cupped in his hand.
“Well why me, Teddy?” What’s so special about me?” She moved so her body stretched
across the width of the bed, and with the sheet covering her breasts, she lay facing Teddy. She
lifted her hand and rubbed the follicle coarsened thigh in front of her. Teddy’s leg was rough
with nappy hair, and the flesh felt stiff as marble. He’s been on his feet his whole life, walking. I
bet his legs never get any rest. Then she thought about the way he made love, thrusting himself
with the strength of his legs, and something warm, deep in the pit of her stomach tightened.
Marcus’s voice in her head. I made good love too, provided for us. Next time you’re at
Goldsmith’s buying those boots you like, try setting your ass on the counter, see if you could pay
with that. She imagined Marcus, in the wicker chair, laughing at the both of them. Holding his
stomach, rearing back, pointing at Virginia’s hair, sweaty, puffy and disheveled.
“Well, I don’t know,” He looked down and turned towards her. “You’re pretty and nice.”
“A dog on the street can be nice, Teddy. Here look at the nice doggy,” Virginia said. She
shook her hand.
“Come on now, baby. That’s not what I mean.” Teddy said.
Virginia looked at Teddy with raised eyebrows, a slight nod. “Well,” she said.
“Well?” Teddy turned on his back and scratched his head. “You keep me focused,”
Teddy said. “You make me think about things, I never took into consideration before. You’re the
smartest person I ever met in my life. Way smarter than me.”
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Virginia doubted that. She turned over and rubbed her fingers through the hair on
Teddy’s chest. “Can you put the music back on,” She said. She watched the shine of moon and
streetlight glint across Teddy’s back.
Returning to bed, he dropped his shoulders, and sidestepped when the guitar began like
the tide, washing into Virginia’s bedroom. Across the bronze clock, shaped like the sun, with a
corona of waves and curly wedges of metal. Across a picture of her uncle, sitting behind his desk
at The Universal Life Insurance Company. His brim flipped, the corners of his mouth
downturned. Crawford’s sax strolled and staggered behind the guitar as Teddy slid inside the
covers. He wrapped his arms around Virginia’s waist, and pulled her against him.
“You’re talking about marriage, but you haven’t been honest with me,” Teddy said. His
lips pressed just before the opening of her ear.
“What do you mean, I haven’t been honest with you?” She asked, but she knew.
“Well, you’ve already been married once.” His hands rubbed the sides of her back.
“That’s an issue now? You’re lying in my bed,” Virginia said. “I told you about my
husband from the beginning. I told you he died.” She pulled at Teddy’s arms. “Let me go,” she
said.
“You, didn’t tell who he was. I mean you told me his name, but you didn’t tell me what
he did. What those folks did to him out there,” Teddy said.
“I left all that in California, and that’s where I want it to stay.” She said.
See I told you. Your man even knows, Marcus’s voice so clear in Virginia’s mind, she
shivered.
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“The first time I saw you, even from the stage, I saw the pain in your eyes. But I saw the
fight too. You know, I could help you, but have to open up to me, baby.” His hands went to the
top of her back, and pulled her closer again. “You know how I found out about your old man, all
that stuff he did?”
Virginia looked at the wooden design curving just above her head. “Oh lord,” She said.
She tried to scoot away but Teddy held her. She pushed some more until his hold loosened. “Just
say what you have to say, Teddy.”
“It was Pig,” Teddy said. “So your husband was like a civil rights hero?”
“I don’t know. Some people might look at it like that,” she said, pausing in the middle of
the sentence. She almost said his name. “I don’t want to talk about him,” she said.
I told you, Marcus’s voice.
“We don’t have to, but I don’t mind. I know that must’ve of hurt.” Teddy said. He
stroked her cheek and chin with the backs of his fingers.
His touch felt light on her face, still she felt the coarseness of his skin, just as rough as his
palms, and she wondered how many hot days and cold nights he’d spent on some street corner,
playing his horn.
He turned on his back and put his arm behind his head. “Damn, baby, you’ve been
through a lot.” Then a smile snuck onto his face and curled his lips. He rubbed his hand across
the form of her hip, curving the sheet. “I bet this be a new experience for you. I mean coating an
old South Memphis hood like me.”
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Virginia pushed Teddy onto his back and keeping the warm sheet wrapped her, stretched
her body over his. “Is that what you see when you look at yourself?” She asked, wondering if he
ever glimpsed the genius that others saw, the awe that filled people’s eyes when he played his
trumpet. Was Teddy aware of the way he touched people when he sang his blues? She also
wondered if she could help him see, knowing that his perception of himself would eventually sift
into their relationship. Her bluesman. Everybody knew Teddy as the bluesman, and he had called
himself that many a time, since their meeting, in that ramshackle, juke. The walls of the building
leaning, limping, dragging an atrophic leg out the river, up the incline that marked the beginning
of Beale Street. She wondered if Teddy knew that he was more than a bluesman. That she felt all
the mystery in the world. The lightless, cobblestoned alleys her father warned her about. The
wailing libertines that hollered through her parent’s phonograph. She had finally gotten her own
piece of the blues. She kissed Teddy above his heart, and pressed her cheek against him. She
wiggled her nose from the itch of his chest hair, and nestled her face into the beads, sprouting in
tight curls, rough against the side of her face. She began dozing, her eyelids fell, the saxophone
played across her bed like bright, beams of sunlight.
“I don’t know Genie, I’m just trying to make it. It’s hard out here,” Teddy said. He
rubbed Virginia’s back and kissed her forehead.

April 20, 2013, Memphis, TN
Virginia parked next to Pig-Meat’s car. Aileen bopped her head, turned down Bobby
Womack, warning his woman not to keep him waiting.
One day, one day, one day one day, one day
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I might even want to make you cry
Don't take for granted, I'll always be there
Virginia shook her head. She would have said something to Aileen but why bother.
Instead she turned around. To tell Rachel, that she wanted her to wait in the car. She looked over
at Pig-Meat’s Cadillac Escalade. She didn’t see anyone through the tinted windows of the beige
SUV. Pig-Meat was already here. Virginia wondered if the café girl was in the club. Why
wouldn’t she be? That’s probably the only place she felt at home. Hoeish heifer, she thought. She
turned to face Rachel, who glowered from the backseat at Aileen, who looked up still grooving.
She looked from Rachel to Virginia, and her eyes went wild and shiny, like she’d just realized a
song about a man imploring his woman to come see him, to stop taking him for granted before
he left, may have not been the best song for the occasion.
“Ooh, uh,” Aileen said.
Virginia looked over the head rest at Rachel. “Rach, I need you to stay in the car with
Aileen, in case something goes wrong.” She looked at both women, her daughter, and her friend
and nodded.
“What do you mean, in case something goes wrong?” Rachel asked. She barked like a
chained Rottweiler, frowned like one too.
“You never know, Teddy and the girl could be in there. Could be a trap, to kill me for the
insurance money,” Virginia said. She turned around and opened the car door. She had meant to
make a joke, but the inflection of her voice did not suggest humor. She knew Aileen would
understand, but Rachel, there was a gulf between the mother and daughter, and the two of them
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had never stood across from each other, or even tried to peer through the years of resentment
settled between them like dense, rain.
“Momma, that’s my daddy,” Rachel said.
Virginia didn’t know what this woman would say about Teddy, in front of Rachel. “Both
of you stay here. Rachel, please stay here in the car with Aileen,” Virginia said, turned, holding
the arm rest with one hand, the dashboard with the other.
Rachel sat back, threw up her hands. Virginia stood from the car. Her face reflected in the
Escalade’s tinted side windows, behind Virginia a lamppost across the street, litter strewn over a
field that led to railroad tracks, and white metal factories glooming the distance. She pulled the
lapels of her jacket, a denim the color of olives and walked past, the sign Pig-Meat kept fresh at
least once a year. RC’s Café and Disco Lounge, written in cursive, huge orange letters, across
wood that had been painted yellow. She pushed at the door, stepped over the threshold, under a
piece of trellis, cut into a square and slathered yellow.
The café girl stood when Virginia walked into the room. Pig-Meat walking cut his eyes at
the girl and shook his head.
“Tara, would you sit down, I told you this an emergency.” Pig-Meat grabbed the back of
the woman’s chair.
Virginia walked over to the table, pulled out a chair with upholstered red pads on the seat
and back. Teddy you think you’re doing something. Virginia thought, as she looked at the young
woman in front of her, who looked to be in her late twenties. Virginia had to admit the café girl
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was beautiful but the way she talked and acted… What would Teddy want with a crazy woman
like this? This was the best he could do?
“So, where is Teddy?” Virginia said, looking at both the café girl and Pig-Meat. “Where
is he, Russell? Is he in the kitchen somewhere getting ready to make his grand entrance?”
Virginia looked around the two sitting in front of her, back to the open kitchen window.
Pig-Meat shook and rubbed his forehead. “I’m on your side, Ms. Genie, I’m on your
side.”
“What are you talking about side? Ain’t nobody on no sides,” Tara said. “I just need my
money.”
“Young lady, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just trying to find my husband,
make sure he’s okay. If you know where he is I would like for to you tell me, so I can talk to him
face to face, what your relationship is, with my husband, I don’t want to know about.”
“Wait, Genie. Tara, tell her what you told me. When did you talk to Teddy?”
“I don’t know, around nine thirty or ten. Teddy told me was going to get my car fixed,
but he hasn’t done it yet, so I called him to find out when he going to give me the money. No
wait, this ain’t no trial. I don’t owe this bitch no explanation.”
“Did I say you owed anybody?” Pig-Meat said. “Just tell the lady what happened. I
thought you said you were worried about him too?”
Tara rubbed the bridge of her nose and the corner of her eye. “We were talking about
getting my car fixed, and he was asking me what I needed. Then he stopped for a while, it was a
nice little piece, I remember because I kept calling his name. When he came back to the phone
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he, he kept calling me Joyce, and started talking about picking pecans. I didn’t know what he
was talking about. I thought he was trying to change the subject. I was like, what are you talking
about? He kept saying, ‘Ooh wee, Joyce, you ought to see it. It’s so many pecans out there.
Don’t worry, I’m a bring you some.’ Then he hung up. I tried to call to back, but he wouldn’t
answer the phone.” Tara looked like she had confused herself, the wild woman spent from
evoking memory. “Pig, that’s the last I heard from him.”
Pecans? Teddy had complained for the past 3 years and had never gotten over having to
chop down the tree in Rachel’s backyard, because it had pecan scab. Before that he would fill
bags of pecans every fall, so many. They would last well into the winter. Where in the world was
he going to pick pecans?
“Did he ever say anything before about finding a pecan tree somewhere?” Pig-Meat
asked. “He never talked about a pecan tree that I remember.”
“I don’t know Pig, he was supposed to fix my car,” Tara said “He won’t return my calls. I
keep getting his voicemail.”
“Why did you call me last night,” Virginia asked Tara, who looked at Virginia like the
question had shaken the young woman from a deep sleep.
Tara opened her mouth, like she was about to speak, looked at Virginia sideways, then sat
back in her seat and took a breath. She pursed her lips and rubbed her finger across them, her
thumb across her chin before she spoke. “What did I ask you over the phone, bitch.” Tara threw
her head back, blew a defiant guffaw into the dark air above them, still reeking with the previous
night’s booze and fried grease.
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“Young lady, there is no need to talk like that. Your constant use of profanity makes you
sound ignorant, like you can’t think of any other words to express yourself. Now you were smart
enough to get my number out of Teddy, so I know you’re more intelligent than you’re
conducting yourself now, or the way you were hunching all down on the floor last night.”
Virginia straightened her back against the chair. The more she watched the woman, she
understood Teddy’s attraction. This belligerent attitude was merely skim over something else,
something that boiled deep within this young lady. The young lady’s hair fell around her face in
medium length curls, streaked with burgundy highlights. She wore a black turtleneck sweater
and a black bubble coat with brown fur around the hood. Her lips were burgundy and shiny with
lip gloss. Virginia could tell the woman was struggling to be mean, but this was even more
dangerous. The type of person who was mean because they had some deep rooted anxiety and
hatred they hadn’t dealt with, that caused the person to misdirect the antipathy and aggression
toward the first they come into contact with, which at this moment happened to be Pig-Meat,
whose height, size and bravado was probably very intimidating to the young woman, despite PigMeat’s age. That deflected the attitude towards Virginia.
“What? Bitch, who in the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” Tara said. She stood up,
pushing the chair back. She put her hands on the table and leaned forward, like she was about to
grab Virginia.
“Wait a minute, Tara, damn,” Pig-Meat said. He jumped up and put a tree branch of an
arm between the two women. “Ain’t no cutting up in here during club hours, and you’re not
going to act a fool in here now either.”
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“Hell no, Pig, I’m supposed to just let this old hoe come in here talking to me any kind of
way,” Tara said.
“Let her go, Russell. Young lady, you touch me, I guarantee you won’t touch another
soul, not in this life.” Virginia smiled and placed her hands in her lap. She held steady, knowing
if this young, crazy café girl got her hands on Virginia, it would not end good. But it’s going to
end worse for you, café girl.
“Come on now, Ms. Genie, you’re making it worse. I expected this one to act damn fool,
but you should know better.” Pig-Meat wrestled Tara and forced her back into her chair. He
pulled his shirt down over the bulge of his belly. “I’m getting too old for this bullshit. If it wasn’t
for my partner, ain’t no way I’d be standing right here. I’d let you two heifers duke it out.”
“I’m sorry, Russell. Young lady, I didn’t mean to insult you. I can tell you’re smarter
than what you portray yourself to be. I know Teddy, and if he was fooling around with you, he
was just as attracted to your personality as the fact that you’re a young tender. Young lady, Tara,
I just want to find my husband, and I may need to talk to you later, if he doesn’t turn up
anywhere, but if you see him, I want you to call me. Just call me and let me know my husband is
okay. Put yourself in my shoes. You know Teddy. I’m not trying to stop him from creeping
around. I just want to make sure my husband’s still alive. That’s all.”
Tara heaved a sigh as heavy as the guilt she must’ve felt talking to her boyfriend’s wife.
“I’ll do that, and ma’am, I’m sorry for calling you and cursing you out last night. I really was
looking for Teddy. I was counting on him to get my car fixed, and after I talked to him, I
panicked, because I don’t have anybody else to help me.”
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“It’s all right,” Virginia said. She went through her purse and handed Tara one of the
business cards she kept in her bill folder. “Young lady, I want to call me as soon as you hear
from Teddy, but if you ever need anything else, like some advice you can call me for that as
well. Just don’t call me asking about money because I don’t have any.” Virginia laughed.
Pig-Meat stood outside the door of the lounge with Virginia, watching as she buttoned up
her coat. He shivered a little, pulled out a cigarette and started to light it, but after meeting
Virginia’s dirty look, he took his thumb off the lighter’s striker wheel and slipped it back into his
pocket.
“Well,” Pig-Meat said. He put the cigarette behind his ear and stared at the field and the
factories off in the distance.
Even though he only said one word, Virginia knew what he meant. “I think she was
telling the truth, Russell. I mean, if Teddy’s been helping her out, what would she have to gain
by doing something to him?”
“What do you mean, doing something to him? You think something has happened to
Teddy, don’t you?” Pig-meat asked. He put his hands in his pockets and shivered from a frosty
wind blowing by from the north, whipping around Pig-Meat and Virginia like an eddy.
“I don’t know, Russell, but it doesn’t look good. No one has seen him. Every time he ran
off from home. He always called, always explained things to Rach. That’s what bothers me, the
fact Rachel hasn’t heard from him.” She felt her voice crack and bit her bottom lip.
“You don’t think she’s lying, do you? Trying to cover up for him. I don’t mean no harm
in asking. I’m just saying.”
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“Not the way she was acting earlier. That’s one of the reasons, I made her wait in the car.
I knew she couldn’t handle it.”
“Well what do we do now?” Pig-Meat said.
“Well, you have a whorehouse to run,” Virginia laughed and patted Pig-Meat’s arm.
Then she looked at her watch. “Seriously, you have to play the blues for the people. That’s
important, Russell. I wish you could set your band up in there, but I know that would just bring
you a whole new set of problems.”
“Damn, Genie, you sure know what to say. Hell, they just down Chilly Bill’s, you know
over in North Memphis, on Vollintine. They say a health inspector made a surprise visit over
there, said he saw a roach crawl on the floor, and shut the folks down.”
Virginia had heard of the health inspectors, there were four, and somehow all of the blues
joints that played live blues music had gotten low scores and all of them lost their liquor license.
“It’s a shame. You can’t even hear the blues in Memphis anymore,” Virginia said. She
turned, walked back toward the car, not without turning around and waving to Pig-Meat.
The houses around the club where white and trimmed with black shutters, some with flat
porches and painted steel porch gliders. A car with loud blaring rap music pulled onto the
parking light, headlight blown, One-eyed Willie. The frame of the car, a grey Chevrolet Caprice
Classic, one of the early eighties models the young folks called them box Chevys, bounced when
it whipped into the parking lot and parked in front of Virginia. The car braking to a stop right in
front of startled Virginia, but she kept walking, didn’t even look their way. They scared her
because it reminded her of what happened to Marcus.
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Standing outside the Oakland School Board waiting on her. Talking to the deputy
superintendent, who smoked a cigarette, hair blowing the same direction as his tie. Walking
toward where Virginia had just parked. They must’ve waited for her, in the lobby, watching for
the Mustang. By the time she got of the car, they were already walking through the parking lot.
Through what would soon become a maze. When the van screeched onto the parking lot behind
her, Virginia turned and she thought it was odd, but the van turned racing beside the median that
Marcus and the deputy superintendent were walking into. In the same moment Virginia’s heart
sped with the car, and she screamed Marcus’s name, masked gunmen sprung from behind the
school administrators firing shots. Both men ran toward the median, where the van stopped, the
door swung open and two more masked gunmen jumped out of the van. These two shot Marcus
at point blank range, then after he fell, all of the gunmen stood over Marcus, and fired as he lay
on the ground shaking from the force of the impact from the bullets. The deputy had pulled
himself behind a blue and white Datsun about five rows over. Virginia lay with her back against
the chrome, and plastic, white front of a Pontiac.
Virginia held her head, as she pulled her keys out of her purse and opened the car door.
When she got in the car she was shaking. She held her chest, and huffed and heaved, trying to
gather her breathe. How could you do this to me? How could you hurt me like this with
everything I’ve been through? “Thirty-seven years you could have told me goodbye.” She leaned
back into the head rest, and watched as three young men dug through the back seat and the trunk
of the Caprice Classic. Two of them brought out huge speaker monitors that looked bigger than
the young men who carried them by their side handles, waddling with the speakers around to the
front of the club. The third pulled two handfuls of plastic grocery bags out the trunk of the car.
The night hung heavy, so dense Virginia felt it pressing through the roof and the windows of the
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car, pushing against her hand as she raised it to turn the ignition. When her phone rang, and
when she saw Officer Davis flash across the caller ID, she was not surprised, even though it had
slipped her mind that officer Davis said she would call right at eleven, but it was only ten thirty.
Maybe Teddy would call before eleven. Knowing him he’s going to call at eleven O’ five, right
after I’ve reported him missing. The thought managed a weak laugh from Virginia that sounded
more like a whimper. Maybe Teddy has come home since I left and hasn’t called. Virginia
trembled as she spoke into the Bluetooth.

June 25, 1973 Memphis, TN
The day of her wedding reception, she had gotten married at the court house and skipped
the ceremony; Virginia sat, in front of the vanity, in a room that had been set up in the back of
The Four Seasons restaurant. She waited for Aileen, wondering what in the world could be
keeping her best friend, her only friend. They had come through the back of the restaurant, so
Virginia could fix herself up and have a few quiet moments before the reception, and a place to
get away from the party if she needed. Aileen came into the room with Virginia but left only
moments after to check on the party, make everything ran properly. There was a lot to do, the
guests had to be seated at their proper tables, Russell and the band had to be set up, the food and
the wine had to be ready. She had a transistor radio set to AM 1070 WDIA but something was
wrong with the antennae, so instead of listening to music with static cracking like scrambling
eggs, broken shells and all, she turned the volume down and sang Robert Johnson low and
underneath whispered breath, but she felt it like she had been on a plantation, resting her bones
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from a long day of hard work, and heard a man walking up the road singing that song and she’d
sang it with him.
Standing at the Crossroad I tried to flag a ride
Standing at the Crossroad I tried to flag a ride
Didn’t nobody seem to know me, everybody pass me by
Aileen walked in, leaned back against the door after she’d closed it. She was crying.
Tears streamed down both cheeks, she did not wear make-up often, at least not mascara, but she
had worn some tonight, and now dark poured down her face, the tears black as Old River on a
cold starless night. She palmed her hands over her nose and mouth, rocked back and forth.
“Aileen, like my daddy used to say, what in the Sam Hill and Tom Walker is wrong with
you? This is my wedding day. I spent all month talking to Teddy, trying to make sure that he
doesn’t get drunk with Russell and act a damn fool. I know they going to drink, I just don’t want
them acting all loud and country. Hold on you need something to wipe your face with, damn
girl.” Virginia passed Aileen a blue box of Kleenex tissue, in front of her on the vanity top.
“They know, they know about me and Pig,” she cried. She wiped at her face and smeared
black across your cheeks.
“No girl hold for a second. First of all who is we and what do they know,” Virginia said.
Uh huh you wasn’t as slick you thought after all. I tried to tell you, all that creeping around like
that wasn’t you. She thought. “Hold on Aileen, you going to mess your dress up, and mines too.
Please don’t do that. You know I have to be the sharpest thing in the room. It’s my day, hell.”
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She handed Aileen two more wads of tissue. “Now what’s going on? When you left you were
giggling playing with the door, sticking your head in and out the room.”
Both women laughed.
“Sheba confronted me about Pig, in front of everybody, cursed me clean out,” Aileen
said. I don’t know how she could have found out. We never went out in public. Unless he told
her, but he wouldn’t do that.” She chewed her fingernails.
“Oh lord, what did she do,” Virginia asked, shaking her head.
“She went off, Virginia. She tried to jump on me, but Pig-Meat grabbed her. It was like
she was gone crazy, girl. I’m not going back out there,” Aileen said.
“What? No, you have to walk out with the wedding party.” Virginia slid her feet into a
pair of house shoes, on the floor under the vanity. She rushed past Aileen to grab the door, but
after turning and seeing Aileen crying still, she put her knuckles against her hip and shook her
head. “Why are you crying now? Remember how you were laughing, the sisters, how they were
talking about me. Sitting on Russell’s lap. How in the hell did you two even get together. He has
a girlfriend, you’re married.”
“I’m separated,” Aileen said, through sniffles and two dry breaths. “I didn’t want
anybody to know.” She lowered her voice and looked at the door like someone was on the other
side listening through it. “That time at Rust Hall, I didn’t walk in with him. I didn’t leave with
him either.”
Four quick knocks, Teddy stepped through the door. Aileen jumped before she
recognized him. Virginia looked at Teddy, she paced the floor once and asked, “On my wedding
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day y’all?” She pointed at Teddy, “You know I can’t stand all this confusion.” She turned to
Aileen, “What if this was your wedding day? So what if everybody knows. They all think you’re
a timid little mouse, so it’s about time you had little excitement in your life.” Virginia laughed.
“Where’s Sheba?” She asked Teddy.
“She’s out there, we got her sitting at the table with Pig-Meat. She’s calm. You don’t
need to go out there missing with her,” Teddy said. He stepped in front of the door.
“Um you need to move,” Virginia said. “In fact could you have them move Sheba’s seat
next to mine, no better yet, you don’t have to do that, go get her and bring her back here. That
way we can talk and she can go back to her own seat. But can you bring us a towel wet with
warm water and a dry towel.” She held out the palms of her hands and presented Aileen. Who
looked terrible, her eyes were wide, puffy and stained around the edges of her eyelids and the
corners of her eyes, around her tear ducts.
“What, you’re bringing that crazy lady back here. No way, I’m leaving. I think I need to
go home anyway,” Aileen said.
Virginia wrapped an arm around Aileen, and rubbed the fleshy softness on the back of
Aileen’s arm and elbow. “Please Aileen, don’t leave. I need you here tonight. Just go to the
bathroom and fix yourself up, and meet me back here after you see Sheba back out on the floor.”
“Okay,” Aileen sniffled.
After Aileen left the room Teddy tried to grab Virginia, but she stepped back, slipping
out of his reach.
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“No Teddy, we have plenty of time for that. I need you to go get Ms. Sheba and bring her
back here.” Virginia said. She thought about her first marriage, the last big party she’d attended
before she left Memphis with Marcus. There had been a huge church, Holy Temple Church of
God in Christ, over three hundred attended. They had a dry reception, but the food was the best
Virginia had ever seen at a wedding. Marcus had already accepted the position in Oakland so
there was much fanfare and pomp over that as well. In fact her wedding had everything a young
girl from Booker T Washington could ever want or imagine, everything except the blues.
“Virginia, you must be gone crazy. Damn baby you got a bottle back here you sneaking
sips or what.” He looked around the room, feigning a search for something.
“No, when I walk out I want everything to be perfect. I can’t have Pig-Meat’s woman
trying to jump on Aileen, while we’re walking out. No because if she messes up my night, I’m
going to act a damn fool then. So it would be better to bring her back her and let her say
whatever it is she has to get off her chest. That way she can go ahead and act a fool back here
and get it out of her system.”
Teddy looked at Virginia with wide eyes that lacked confidence. “You sure,” he said.
She nodded. “I’m sure.” she said. Then she held out her cheek and let Marcus give her a
peck. When he tried to rub his hands across her hips, she knocked them away. “Go on, Teddy.
We don’t have all night, and if Pig-Meat tries to come tell him to stay out there, and don’t you
come back here either, just bring her to the door.”
When Sheba rapped at the door and walked into the room, Virginia was sitting back in
front of the Vanity. Virginia was surprised at how beautiful Sheba could look when she wasn’t
sweating and hollering and carrying on, the way she did when she was on stage. The way she
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looked on stage. She’d have men hollering running to the foot of the stage, waving wads of
money. You can my check every week baby. Ooh wee, Ms. Sheba, I love your dirty draws. Baby
I’ll drink your bathwater. They would hoot and jump and run in place. Sheba worked them boys
too, she would wring a song like a wet dishrag, twist it till she squeezed every drop from it. The
way she wiped the sweat from her cleavage during a chorus or let her hair fall back when she
took a drink of water through one of Pig-Meat’s or Teddy’s solos, thrust her hips side to side,
each hip hitting with the one drop from the entire band. On stage she was beautiful in an
elemental way, like a blizzard or morning dew in the spring, beautiful because she was beyond
the control of the men who grinned and sweated, even swooned over her, but this night, in the
small room, in the back of The Four Seasons, Sheba walked into the room with her head down at
first. Her hair that normally dropped to the bulge of her butt, was pinned up in a bob, and when
she turned to close the door the muscles in her back tensed a little. Her dress was cut down just
below the center of her back. She turned around, with her hand on her hip, the front of the black,
sequined dress cut down her front to the waist of the dress, met a sequined diamond shaped
embellishment, trimmed in white. A chiffon caplet wrapped around her shoulders. She smiled at
Virginia, cheeks round, all dimples, her arms out.
“Virginia, you look so,” Sheba covered her mouth with her hands and her eyes watered.
Then she took Virginia’s hand by the fingers. “Girl, how did you do it?” Sheba said.
“Hello, Ms. Sheba, how are you doing?” Virginia waved her hands, calling Sheba in for a
hug. Virginia wondered as she always did how Pig-Meat and Sheba got along. They both liked to
talk a lot, and they both liked a lot of attention.
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“I’m doing fine. You know there’s a new club opening on Front Street. Blues every night.
Somebody finally having the sense to capitalize on all that traffic that used to come to Beale
Street. Girl, do you know folks still be going down there? Girl, it’s folks down there protesting,
one man chained himself to a fence. Anyway, girl, you know I’ll just keep on going now.” Sheba
laughed and nudged Virginia’s arm. “But seriously girl, how’d you do it?”
“Do what?” Virginia said, but she knew what Sheba meant.
“Girl, how did you get, Teddy Rogers to settle down?” she said. “That man was
something else, but I’ll admit, since he met you he’s calmed down a lot. You got to watch him
though.” They laughed and high fived with both hands and locked fingers. They hugged each
other’s shoulders and pressed their cheeks. Sheba stepped back and said, “This is your day, girl.
You know you look good, but I told you that already.” Sheba waved her hand at Virginia.
“Ms. Sheba, I appreciate all of the compliments, I really do, but I need to talk to you
about Aileen. Whatever you want to do to her that’s your own business, but please don’t do it
here not tonight.” However, this woman had tried to jump on Virginia’s friend. Virginia hoped
Sheba thought she was afraid, despite the wedding ceremony and all the pomp and fanfare. That
would make it easier. Sheba was a big girl, and she looked rough. Not the fake blow heart, with
her chest stuck out that wasn’t Sheba. Her forearms were thick and solid, and her hands looked
swollen and heavy, she did go for bad, in her own sort of quiet way. She probably thought she
had done Virginia a favor by not clowning, any more than she had already done. Virginia knew
one thing, there’d better be something on that table with Sheba’s name on it. Else she would
clown in her own way.
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Instead of a wedding, Virginia had decided to have a party. That decision suited Teddy
fine. He had proposed in February, on Valentine’s Day, three months after she’d brought it up
that previous November. She wanted this union and this marriage to be different than the first.
She didn’t want to get to married in a church like she did with Marcus. That had been one of the
most boring days of her life. Only a few people there had seemed genuinely happy to see
Virginia and Marcus being wed. Marcus had wanted a dry reception, and even Virginia had
thought that to be a little extreme, but being so young, the wedding planning was taken away
from her by Marcus’s older sister. That was probably the biggest difference between her first
wedding and her marriage with Teddy. The second time around she planned everything, and all
suggestion, including the location of the venue, had to be approved by her.
The party had started around five thirty. By the time Virginia finished all the mess
between Aileen and Sheba and was escorted by her Uncle Jack to the head table, shown two
empty seats, twenty minutes had passed. Teddy’s folks on one side hers on the other. One of
them was supposed to be empty, but Teddy was supposed to be standing in front of the other one.
She looked and asked her Uncle Jack and asked where Teddy was.
“Baby I don’t know, he’s your husband. He’s here somewhere.” He sat her down and
leaned back, face beaming with pride. He smiled, and wiped his forehead and the top of his
balding head shined, even under light dimmed to a drip of honey.
Virginia sat down looking around. She didn’t like looking for people. She had to look for
Marcus that day back in Oakland. She leaned across the table and slapped Pig-Meat on the arm.
“Ouch, Virginia damn,” Pig-Meat cried and grabbed his arm.
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“Russell, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. You couldn’t keep your shit under control
any better than that? Got these women up in here fighting over you,” She said. She lowered her
voice. She wasn’t surprised, not even at Aileen. Not anymore. Aileen would fool around with
Pig-Meat until she went back to her husband. At least she would have, before Sheba found out
about them.
Russell leaned across Teddy’s empty seat. “I don’t have anybody doing anything they
don’t want to do. We all grown.”
Virginia shook her head. What difference did it make? He’d never listen. “Where’s
Teddy?” She asked.
“Am I my brother’s keeper?” Pig-Meat said. He laughed and held up a glass, with brown
liquor swishing around the bottom and took a swig.
“Yes,” Virginia said. “As much foolishness as y’all keep up.” That’s when she heard it.
At first it was very faint, a mosquito buzzing around her ear, never coming close enough to light
on it. She strained, listening to something outside the laughter, the mirth and the commotion
filling the restaurant. Children laughing or singing outside, loud delirious laughter, screaming
laughter, out in the parking lot, or walking up Poplar Avenue, or the cars swooshing east and
west, the humming motors conversed a horn beeped in agreement. Virginia thought about Teddy,
and pictured the boy she’d seen in that newspaper clipping on the river, sitting on the rocks that
lined the river bank, where the water moved past twenty feet in front of him. She saw him
listening for the steamboats to blow, playing his trumpet with the pervading blasts of the horns
from the river boats. He must’ve seen some sights. Maybe she’d start writing again, write a book
about blues about Beale Street, maybe even about Teddy. If only she could keep Marcus from
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creeping around, taking over. That’s when she realized the children and the cars, laughing and
honking had been a horn, a trumpet, Teddy’s trumpet. The sound was still distant, but the
nascence had been replaced by form, film encasing sound sagging heaving, balloons filled with
curdle. She listened to the trumpet crescendo, but she still couldn’t see Teddy. That’s when she
realized everyone else in the party, at least two hundred people were listening, captured by the
approaching sound, looking for its source. Then something happened, like the trumpet had
swung into the room and she heard it full force. The trumpet sang, only for Virginia. The same
song that Teddy had sang for her the first night they’d met. He’d sung it unaware of how much
she loved Bobby Blue Bland. Unaware of the times she’d tried to sing that song for Marcus.
Each time Marcus had told her, the blues was for old country folk, the music of weak men
bowing with crumpled hats and bent knees, shucking and jiving, skinning and grinning, dancing
and singing for the white man. How long she carried those words in her heart and sang them,
even as she enacted them for Marcus, who just may have been too intelligent for his own good.
Too smart to realize the cunning and the danger of the blues. She thought about all of this as
Teddy rounded the corner and made his way into the main dining area. Virginia only caught a
glimpse of Teddy before everyone around her stood, blocking her view. The music; however, she
heard with so much clarity, she thought the notes were coming from inside her own head, and
she sang them, her lips hardly moved. Her teeth clenched and she felt the bones in her jaw
tighten. It was all she could do to keep from crying out, to keep from standing on top of the table
and singing along with the trumpet.
I know you’ve been hurt by someone else
I can tell by the way you carry yourself

274

She whispered the words as they boiled up from her stomach. She could see Teddy now.
He stood at the front of the restaurant’s dining area, Horn to his mouth, black gloves, boater hat
with black band tilted sideways and forwards over his brow. Virginia did not have to stand to see
Teddy walking toward her. The patrons had stood to the side and made a clear path between
Virginia and Teddy. He stood there a moment, playing that trumpet, calling Virginia from where
she sat. She wanted to get up, take off her heels and run to Teddy, her bluesman, her new
husband, but she kept cool and took all of her willpower to do so. She sat there, legs crossed and
toes pointed in front of her, aware of the eyes in the room shifting away from Teddy, following
the notes as they skipped across the glaze of the dark, tiled floor, on their way, beckoning
Virginia. Teddy walked forward playing that song. Some people in the audience sang along with
the lyrics, and Virginia sang too, under her breath, doing her best to keep her lips from moving
now that she knew everyone was watching.
I've loved and lost, the same as you
So you see, I know just what you've been through
That was a lie. Teddy may have loved like Virginia, but he hadn’t lost like her, hadn’t
seen the person he’d held most dear in the world cut down by a storm of bullets, hadn’t had the
person he loved most in the world snatched away from him. How could he know what I’ve been
through, she thought? He’d been heartbroken before, sure, had a woman he met after he got
home from Korea; she ran off with a rouster, caught the train to Chicago. She imagined that
must’ve hurt, but Teddy didn’t have to hold that woman, while she slipped away, didn’t have to
beg her to stay with him as she bled to death.
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Then she thought about where she’d met Teddy, in that raggedy shed, two steps below a
hole in the wall, four blocks off of Beale, where they had to bribe the cops who worked that beat
just to let them play there, and how he’d been so happy to be there, playing the blues as close
Beale Street as he could. Teddy had grown up on Beale, catching rides between South and
Downtown Memphis, ducking in and out the alleys of Gayoso and Hernando. She realized then
how it must have felt, to have his Beale Street, his blues home, his love taken from him.
I’ve loved and lost the same as you.
Teddy stood in front of Virginia now, he’d stopped playing. He took Virginia’s hand,
bent to one knee and sang the rest of the song.
You won't ever have to worry
You won't ever have to cry
For I'll be there beside you
To dry your weeping eyes
She wondered if Teddy had ever wept over Beale, and as he knelt there, holding that
trumpet against his chest, shining like a horde of gold, the tears welled, and she felt embarrassed
as they rolled down her cheeks, but she did not stop Teddy from drying them, first with a
handkerchief from the inner pocket of his suit coat, then with his hand and finally with kisses and
nuzzles from his nose and his own cheek. He stood and embraced her, so the side of her head
would be turned against his stomach, and he patted the pack of her head, and everyone in the
restaurant clapped and cheered, and Teddy sang until the song was finished.
Darling, tell me that you'll be true
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No doubt in my mind, I know just what to do
Sure as one and one is two
I'll take care of you
After the serenade, Pig-Meat made a toast that was pretty good, even Virginia liked it,
and she even forgave the slur of whiskey in his voice, and the two or three imprecations he let
slip. For a moment, Virginia thought Pig-Meat would cry, but he didn’t, and she was glad. At
least he had some control over himself. As the wedding party, the entire wedding party, everyone
in the Four Seasons, raised their glasses, Virginia noticed Sheba, who stood up, next to Pig-Meat
squeezing his hand and pressing against his arm. She gave a sheepish grin, her glass raised with
everyone else’s. She leaned her head against his arm. Virginia turned and noticed Aileen next to
her, who appeared undisturbed by Pig-Meat and Sheba’s show of affection. Aileen smiled
swayed her hips from side to side with her own glass raised. In her eyes, Virginia saw that
ingenuous smile, the Aileen she knew, hopefully Sheba had frightened all that mischief away,
which Virginia was still trying to figure. Where did it come from? However, looking at PigMeat’s pristine white smile against his shiny black skin, and his bloodshot eyes with their green
irises, Virginia shrugged her shoulders. Maybe he was just a fine piece of man. Pig-Meats height
reminded Virginia of Marcus and so did Pig’s industriousness and his ingenuity. However he
was still a blues hound. Maybe he was the perfect mix, half bluesman half socialite.
Then she looked at Teddy, and it took all of the strength in her to keep herself from
shaking her head. There was no half of anything with Teddy. He was all bluesman, a true blues
hound, through and though. Beale Street was his mother and Old Man River was his father, and
Teddy looked just like his daddy too, like the river had spit him out. Old River couldn’t have
277

denied Teddy if he wanted. Teddy wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back into
him. Virginia felt the flask, she assumed was half-filled with Jack Daniels, Teddy’s drink,
bulging in his breast pocket. She had to laugh now, at herself. She had gone from one extreme to
the other. She patted Teddy’s cheek and rubbed her own against his, and after everyone turned
up their glasses, she turned around and kissed Teddy, set her glass on the table and pulled him
out to the space that had been cleared in the center of the restaurant. It was time for the first
couples dance.
She led Teddy out to the center of the open space, but when they got there, she gave up
the lead, let him wrap his arm around the small of her back, let him take her hand with the other,
let him play he like that trumpet. She wondered what blues he would play through her body later
when they were alone. Where she could let loose and dance the way she wanted, underneath her
husband. She leaned into his embrace, and he rocked her from side to side. They were already
dancing by the time she heard the music playing. She wouldn’t mind the music though, not this
time. She didn’t want to spend the effort trying to keep up with the rhythm. How does a woman
who loves the blues as much as you, not know how to dance? It just wasn’t her talent, but this
was her night, her night to be awkward, to let herself go. Free. If only she’d been this free during
her first wedding night. If only Marcus had given up the reins for even a second. Maybe he’d still
be alive. She would have left him out in Oakland, but at least he would still have his life. Teddy
leaned even closer, put his lips next her ear.
“I love you so much, baby. I’m so glad we’re doing this. I didn’t realize just how lucky I
am until now. I got you all to myself now, my very own blueswoman,” He said.
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She leaned back and laughed, smiled so hard she felt a small tinge of pain burst behind
her ears. “What are you talking about, Teddy? I’m not a musician,” She said.
“You don’t have to be a musician to play the blues. You should know that better than
anybody, baby.”
“Oh,” she said and nodded. She leaned her head back against his shoulder and continued
to rock with Teddy, following his lead, round and round in a circle.
After they danced and sat back down, Teddy filled his glass with more champagne. He
held the bottle over her glass, which had only been sipped to a little over half-full. She held up
her hand and shook her head, but he filled her glass anyway.
“It’s our wedding day, Genie. Let your hair down, kick your shoes off. Get your mind
right for later.”
A white couple approached the wedding table, and it wasn’t until the woman extended
her hand that Virginia realized it was the artist, Ann Burke. Virginia was surprised at how good
Ann looked once she’d cleaned herself up, and gotten out of those old raggedy hippy threads.
She actually looked halfway decent. Her dress was simple, burgundy, long slit up the side, collar
cut into the center of her chest. She had a man with her too. Not Dr. Chisel, but a tall man with
skin the color of sapwood, with black hair slicked back, wavy with pomade. He must be trying to
look like Elvis Presley, Virginia thought.
“Congratulations, you two,” Ann said. “I see you’ve made an honest man, out of this old
blues hound.” Ann winked at Virginia.
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Virginia wondered how Teddy and Ann had met. She would ask him later. Not tonight
but soon. Virginia smiled and let loose a low chuckle, one heh, loose like a hiccup.
Ann’s date extended his hand to Teddy and Teddy shook it. They shook hands just long
enough and with just enough strength to be cordial. Teddy smiled at the man, and when he
reached inside his coat and pulled an index card, holding it between his fingers. When the man
pulled out the card, Teddy pulled his arm from around Virginia’s shoulder and sat up in his chair.
He took the card with both hands and looked down the bridge of his nose at it, with his lip turned
up.
“Peter Donati,” The man said. A few months ago, I heard you play at Ann’s exhibit. I
wanted to meet you that night, but as soon as you guys got through playing, I looked up and you
and your partner had disappeared. I looked everywhere for you guys. All outside in the parking
lot everything. How did you guys do that? Must’ve been that old blues mojo working.”
Peter and Teddy laughed together, so did Ann who hung from her sapwood friend like a
tassel that had been tied around his bicep. Virginia did not laugh, but she did smile, and she did
that for Teddy. She smiled at Ann and Peter and blinked, wondering what this man wanted with
her new husband, knowing she wouldn’t have to wait long to find out. She noticed the ring on
the man’s pinky and the hair on the back of his hands, and the shiny diamond cufflink peeping
with a twinkle from beneath the black sleeve of his tuxedo jacket. She was reminded of the
stories her uncle and father used to tell about the old gangsters, who used to come to Beale
looking for musicians to record. They’d snatch some young boy off the street who could play
and record him, paying maybe fifty or seventy five dollars a song. Then they would go on to
make thousands off the records, sometimes millions. Then there were the ones who would come
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to Beale and search the clubs for songs, good blues songs they could record with their own white
artists, extracting the blues without the bluesman.
“Say, Teddy. My brothers and I, we have a small company, Donati Incorporated, and
we’re looking to start a night club, in the downtown area. We’re looking at properties on Main
Street, Union and Second Street too. We want to open a blues club, where people can come hear
good music and eat some good down home cooking. A place that’ll play the blues seven nights a
week. I’ve been talking with some of the top musicians in the city. I’ve met with Laura Dukes
and Ma Rainey, who both seem really interested. When I saw you guys, you and your friend.
What’s his name? Fatback?”
“Pig-Meat,” Ann said.
Russell, Virginia thought. She followed Peter’s words and observed his body language,
memorizing every detail she could.
“Oh yeah, Pig-Meat, please forgive me. I’m not too good with names. I forget them
sometimes. I deal with so many people. You know how it is right, Teddy?”
“Yeah, man I do actually,” Teddy said. “But say, let me ask you something. How much
does the gig pay?”
“Aw the pay’s going to be real good, for everybody involved. Since Beale has fallen by
the wayside, there’s been so many people asking about the Memphis blues, it’s known all over
the world in fact. There’s places in North Memphis and South Memphis where they play the
blues, you can go over to West Memphis and North Mississippi to hear it, but you have a lot of
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people who don’t want drive that far, but they have good money to spend. I envision a place
that’ll capitalize off the unfilled demand for the blues in downtown Memphis.”
White folks who want the blues brought to their doorstep, so they won’t have to travel to
Gungha Den to hear it, Virginia thought.
“The pay, you still haven’t said how much it was,” Teddy said.
Peter and Teddy laughed together again. This time they pointed at each other.
“We haven’t figured out the pay just yet. There’s so much to be done. We haven’t picked
out a building or settled on a name for the place. Right now we’re thinking about calling it Blues
City, but the money won’t be an issue. Judging from the demand to hear some blues downtown,
there’ll be plenty of money to go around for everybody,” Peter said. “So do you think you might
be interested? Ann told me where you’ve been playing, outside at Tom Lee Park, the last couple
of shacks left on Beale. This would be good for your career. A premier nightclub, you’ll be one
of the headliners, it’ll be great exposure. There’s no telling who’ll see you playing down there.
I’ve worked in the music industry over twenty years. I have some friends with some pretty heavy
connections. I tell you what. Why don’t you just think about it?”
“I’ll do that, Mr. Donati,” Teddy said.
“No, man call me Peter.”
“Well, Peter, you know there’s been talk about the city rebuilding Beale Street. What do
you think about that, and how would your place fit into everything, you know after they get
Beale back up and running?”
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“Yeah I’ve heard the murmurs and the whispers,” Peter said. “But that’s all it is, rumors.
The city doesn’t have the money to invest in revitalization, and the private developers want the
land for condos. In fact, I give it no more than five, you won’t be able to tell that Beale Street
ever existed. Not the Beale Street you remember, anyway. Besides, it’s really like that now. I
mean what’s left down there but a couple of crumbling buildings listed for demolition. I’m sorry
to put it like that, but it’s the truth.”
“Whose truth?” Virginia asked. She had grown weary of listening to the sapwood man
philosophize. This man, courting her husband, offering him a job without telling him how much
the job would pay. She didn’t see any difference in him or the plantation owners who first began
to extract the blues from the cotton fields for profit.
“It’s not who’s truth, ma’am. It’s a fact. Just go down there and look around. Memphis is
changing.” Peter said. He laughed and swung his shoulders back in a circle.
“Many of those businesses were owned by us.” She said. “I mean the businesses that
were down on Beale. Never mind that. It’s the music that’s going to make your club successful.
Without that good blues you’ll be like every other restaurant downtown.” Virginia sat up in her
seat. Stretched the fingers of her hand and thrummed the table.
“Hey, this our wedding reception. Now we can talk business during the week.” Teddy
wrapped his arm around Virginia’s back, rubbed his nose against the side of her neck. “I’m
trying to enjoy my new wife, man.”
Virginia cut Teddy a low gaze, raised eyebrow and half a smile. You haven’t enjoyed me
yet. She felt cagey, all of the people hovering around. She thought she would have liked all the
attention, but it made her feel vulnerable. The rows of tables arranged in a circle, her table at the
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focal point of that circle, like she was on trial, a witch hunt. A table over here accused her of
murder, matricide, called her a black widow. Another table laughing, what is she going to do
when that blues hound starts giving her the blues? Some woman sitting across the room
whispering in her husband’s ear, a damn shame, that’s the best she could do? She used to be
married to one of the first black principals in Memphis. The first black superintendent in
California. You know what they say, pride before the fall.
After the party, Virginia and Teddy ducked out of the restaurant, into a parked limousine,
waiting for them out in the parking lot. People smiled and cheered and waved as the van pulled
away. Pig-Meat stood at the front of the crowd, smiling as wide the moon, Sheba leaning on his
arm, Aileen had left halfway through party, even though Virginia had begged her to stay. That
bothered Virginia and shadowed her day a little, but she understood and even tried to see the
humor in it. Teddy held a bottle of champagne between his legs, and looking at him work the
cork till it popped out the bottle, Virginia couldn’t help but feel as if she were caught in
whirlwind. She had barely known this man a year, but she had never met anyone like him. How
could someone who had such a rough upbringing be so kind? She wondered what mysteries lay
behind his eyes and his cheeks round as if shaped by decades of playing that trumpet. Teddy
handed her a glass and the two snuggled close, sat back against the leather seats as the limo slid
down Poplar Avenue, making their way toward the Peabody Hotel, where they’d rented a room
for the rest of the weekend. Virginia took a sip and patted her husbands’ knee. He kissed her in a
way that made her want to shelter Teddy away from the world, horde him like a precious gem, a
major award she’d won in some essay contest. Keep her bluesman safe from those hellhounds.
“So what do you think of that man?” Virginia said. “What was his name? Peter?”
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“What man?” Teddy said, looking up at the open moon roof in the top of the car. The
blue sky and clouds, puffy with starlight around the edges and between the fluffy layers,
Memphis night racing past the tinted glass above the newlywed couple. “Oh, the man who gave
me the card, talking about opening a club.” Teddy looked at Virginia like he had just solved for
X in an equation a mile long.
“Yes, that man,” a growl deep within the accents she placed on the consonant s and the th
in that, boiled and incensed somewhere far within the place where memories take up room and
make lives of their own. “Did you see the way he looked at you?” The same way Ann looked at
you too whether you knew that or not.
“What, like I was a big sack money?” Teddy said, cackling pointing with the hand
holding his wine glass at the black and silver box, lain on the opposite seat. “You think I don’t
know? But what am I supposed to do. If I want to play the blues, I got to play for somebody.
That’s if I want to eat. Shit, I hate to admit, but Beale Street is gone. We got to work with what’s
left.”
“Teddy that man has plans for you, but at least you and Russell have each other. As long
as you all stick together, just don’t let these people use you, Teddy.”
“Why, you want to use me, baby? Don’t worry, you know I got to save you some.” He
kissed Virginia behind her ear, soft, kisses, full and slow, down the side of her neck to her collar
bone.
“I don’t have to use you, I have you right here,” she said. She rubbed both hands through
the coarse briar crowning Teddy’s head. “I know what you’re worth. They do too.”
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Teddy licked Virginia’s bottom lip, then the bottom of her tongue. They stretched out in
the dark that zoomed over expressway and then between Dixie Holmes housing projects and Le
Bonheur Children’s Hospital. They would spend the weekend at the Peabody, make a few trips
across the bridge—play the dog track in West Memphis. Before spending the rest of the week in
New Orleans. That was enough. Any more travelling would remind her of her first wedding. She
didn’t want that feeling of traveling with the person she loved and wondering if she’d return
alone. She felt Teddy’s hand on the inside of her thigh, right above her knee. She wrapped her
arms around his back, put her hands on his nape and the back of his head and squeezed as hard as
she could.
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April 20, 2013 Memphis, TN
Rachel jumped when the door opened. She hoped it was her father. She had been sitting
in the den with her phone in her lap, ever since her momma went running to South Memphis
looking for her daddy. She had rocked and cried and wondered how they could still be doing this
after all these years. Folks do this shit in their twenties not their sixties and seventies got damn it.
Those were the words that crossed her mind right before she heard the lock on the storm door
unlatch, the storm door swoosh open. The door knob twisted and when it opened, Rachel held
her breath. She saw the black pressed hair first even saw the two or three grey hairs curling
around the middle of Virginia’s hairline. She could have pulled out her hair. She thought about
scratching out up her eyeballs. She couldn’t take it.
“Why are y’all doing this to me?” she said. She flailed and looked behind Virginia, out
the door, only the dark that seemed cold for the season—the way Virginia shivered as she
stepped into the house, the chill that followed her—the flood light losing its battle against the
dark. She watched to see if her daddy would fill that space. “What? Where he at?”
“Rach, you need to calm down. All this clowning, this isn’t the time,” Virginia said. She
shuffled through a bundle of envelopes on the end table next to the couch. She rubbed her brow,
walked over to the couch, and fell back onto it with a muffled thump. She gripped the arm of the
couch and made a fist.
“That woman didn’t know anything?” Rachel asked. I mean what did you go over there
for? Rachel looked around the room, Teddy’s pictures hung and looked past her. She had always
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wondered how her mother could show her father so much reverence in light of the arguments,
back and forth in this same room for decades.
Virginia sat up, looked Rachel up and down. “Rachel, I need you one more time tonight. I
need you to go with me to fill out a missing person’s report.” Virginia said. Her face blank and
her eyes bloodshot. She looked like she could have taken a drink with her husband right then,
maybe two drinks.
“No what do you mean?” she said. I just saw him yesterday. He’d given Rachel two
hundred dollars to pay her light bill, he was supposed to have given her another hundred that
same night. The night her momma showed up at her door after she had lied and said she was at
Wal-Mart. She didn’t know why she lied, she’d gotten so used to avoiding her mother, it was
second nature, to always have something going, stay unavailable as much as possible.
“Rachel, I’m not trying to scare you. Your father has ran off more times than I count, but
this different. He wouldn’t leave his horn. Maybe if he had expected to come right back, like he
took a quick walk or something but going on two days, he would have come back for his trumpet
if nothing else.
“Well you don’t know, he may have needed a break,” Rachel said. The statement
sounded more like a question. She did not feel like arguing. “I mean, somebody has to know
something.” She lowered her voice and looked away, but she saw her father, his head and hands
holding the trumpet. His lips pursed. Black fedora tilted back, a bit of sweat shining across his
temple. She he’d always been wary of the pictures, even afraid of them as a child. She did not
like looking at them when the room was dark, not even passing through. Now it felt like the
room was dark, like the light had been turned out. I just saw you. She remembered hugging him
289

through the car window, the glass had been let down. He said nearly the same words, told Rachel
he needed a break, and he’d be taking one soon, just for a couple of days. All couples need a
break every now and then. Rachel heard the words so clearly, she bit her lip and tears rolled
down her cheeks. She tried not to look at Teddy’s horn but she couldn’t help herself.
“Rach, baby, it’s, it’ll be okay. I mean we have no choice. We have to make it,” Virginia
said. She rubbed Rachel’s back and looked in her daughter’s eyes and face like she were looking
for something behind the dark, round eyes and Rachel’s plump cheeks. “I need you to pull
yourself together, any information we can put our heads together and remember, we have to give
to the police.
“You don’t know if he’s missing,” Rachel’s voice cracked. “Why don’t you give him a
chance to come home?” Rachel wondered if all of this were some big hoax, a final attempt to
teach her daddy a lesson about running off. She would not let it past her mother at all.
“Rachel, come now. You just heard me say I need you to be there with me. Gone in there
and grab your purse. You might need a jacket too. Do you have one in there?” Virginia walked
out of the den and Rachel walked behind her, so when her mother picked up the black jacket
flung over one of the dining room chairs and turned around, Rachel would be right there
reaching for it. She grabbed the jacket, put it on as Virginia walked past her, then followed her
mother out the door.
Lieutenant Davis met Rachel and Virginia in the parking lot of the police precinct. It took
them twelve minutes to get there, from the end of McLean that emptied at the edge of the
Glenview area and South Memphis, through the Central Gardens section of Mid-Town, over to
Union Avenue. The precinct was on the south side of Union Avenue between a Bank of America
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and a Pizza Hut. Across the street a white building, on top of small hill, boasted a t-shirt shop on
one side and a palm reader on the other. Bushes of holly lined the streets, and headlights
streamed past like a river of light.
Lieutenant Davis wore a bullet proof vest underneath her uniform. Her form from her
shoulders down to her belt was rounded, like she had been in cased a smooth hunk of steel, tin
woman. The vest looked too big for her, like it was swallowing her up. This was not a large
woman either, but she carried the weight of the vest around with little effort. Her hair was pulled
back into a pony tail, her eyebrows were thick and smooth. She stood outside, right in front of
the door and held her arms open for Virginia as the mother and daughter up from the small
parking lot.
“Ms. Genie, are you all right?” Davis said.
“No, I’m not all right, Ms. Davis. The past couple of days have been like a whirlwind or
something. I’m just, I need some answers. I mean I looked up and he was there one minute, gone
the next. He didn’t say good bye.”
Is that what you want to hear him tell you goodbye, tell you it’s finally over for good? I
wish one of you would. I don’t understand why y’all couldn’t just live together.
“Well once we file this report, What if he comes home, what happens then?” Rachel said.
“You don’t have to worry about that. We’d just call off the search. In fact that’s the
objective, to find Mr. Rogers safe and sound.” Davis said. Walking in a passing officer bent
down and gave her a hug. The lobby of the precinct looked small, like it was a holding cell itself.
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“Excuse Rachel, Ms. Davis. We’re all just tore down and scared,” Virginia said. She
rubbed Rachel’s back and patted the back of her head.
So even now, I come out here with you, Daddy’s lord knows where and you insult me. I’m
surprised it took you this long.
Davis led the two through a door to the back offices of the precinct. Rachel was surprised
to see so many small cubicles packed in such a tiny space. The office was quiet, lights on, desks
empty. Something squeaked in the back and Davis turned her head toward the sound and smiled.
She called out a name, but Rachel didn’t quite catch it. She needed to get out of this place, run
past the car all the way back to Foster and Barksdale, but she needed answers.
A man, hoary around the head, with hair that went back in waves stood. At first Rachel
could only see his head, until he walked out of the cubed maze and followed the women into the
break room. He wore dark khakis and a black long sleeved polo tucked into his pants, his
stomach hung over his belt buckle.
Davis showed two seats to the women and stood beside Virginia, with her hand on the
woman’s shoulder. Rachel wondered, if she stood over her mother like that rubbing that strong
shoulder, what would happen. Would Virginia push her hand away or dodge her touch? She
wanted to lean against her mother, and she would have, if she thought Virginia would have
embraced her, welcomed her.
The break room looked like the inside of a tanning bed, glowing from the uncovered light
bulb flicked on lit up the walls and the cabinets that had all been painted white and painted not
too long ago, because the smell of fresh paint still lingered in the room. A faint smell that
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twitched Rachel’s nostrils. There were two round tables made of ash wood, and Rachel
wondered if Virginia would laugh at the cheap furniture in the police department.
“We brought y’all in here to make things as comfortable for you as possible,” Davis said.
She introduced her partner who grumbled and raised his hand.
“We really appreciate all your help, Davis. Thank you for being here,” Virginia said. She
reached up to her shoulder where Davis had rested a hand and squeezed the lieutenant’s fingers.
What about me? I’m here. Rachel thought. “So how long is it going to take for y’all to
start looking,” She said.
“Well we’re about to put the APB out now. We just need a little bit of information from
you,” Davis said.
They filled out the missing person’s report. Virginia had seen him last, so she did most of
the talking, but Rachel could tell from the way her mother spoke that the dark little lady sitting
beside her, the retired school teacher, knew more. Even when the police questioned Virginia
down to the minute details of that evening. She had decided to have dinner at the Horseshoe
Casino in Tunica that night. Teddy had said he needed cigarettes. When she pulled out of the
carport, she left him sitting in his truck, listening to some music. She left the house at six forty
five p.m. That was the last time she had seen him. Virginia laid her head on Davis’s hip and
closed her eyes. Davis bent down and hugged Virginia. Rachel held her mother’s other hand and
recounted the last time she’d her father, early Friday morning, in her driveway. Virginia lifted
her head when Rachel told the police that her father had given her some money. Rachel broke
down and cried, trying to explain that she was supposed to have met her father on Beale that
night. She knew that hearing that would upset Virginia, the secret dealings between Rachel and
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Teddy. Virginia hated when people kept secrets from her, even though she wanted people, even
those closest to her, knowing as little about her as possible.
Virginia waited until they were in Rachel’s drive way, with Rachel reaching for the door
handle, before she asked her about Teddy. All Rachel knew was she was trying to get out of the
car before her momma went in, but when Virginia turned down the radio, she knew she’d moved
too slowly.
“Why didn’t you tell me your father was here earlier?” Virginia asked. She kept an even
tone. Her voice along with the low hum of the car engine and the low hum of the blues that had
been turned down coalesced into a wall of sound collapsing over Rachel.
“I did tell you,” Rachel said. Come on man. Let me get the hell out of here.
“You didn’t tell me he gave you any money,” Virginia said.
Rachel sighed, and sat back into the leather seats with a scrunch. She folded her arms. I
didn’t tell you anything because Daddy said not to, said you were going to act a fool like you’re
doing just now. “I mean, I didn’t think I had to. It was a loan anyway. I was going to pay him
back, as soon as I started working.” That was a lie too. It was actually more like an allowance.
Every week, every Friday morning, he had been there between eleven and eleven thirty. For the
past four months, the amounts fluctuated but never fell below one hundred dollars. That Friday
he promised to give her one hundred dollars that night. She had planned to use the money to pay
her cell phone bill. The other two were meant for the light bill.
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“No, I didn’t, I mean Daddy let me hold some money a couple of times,” Rachel said.
She looked at Virginia and shifted in her seat, she felt her stomach tighten. “Do I have to tell you
everything? Daddy gave me some money okay.”
“Was that the first time?” Virginia said. Her voice lowered and the words lingered and
shifted just above the tone of the music.
Rachel heard the words to the song, though the volume had been turned low. She
recognized the song because she’d heard it on the radio so many Saturday’s riding with her
mother, the radio tuned without fail to WDIA
My poppa was great old man
I can see him with a shovel in his hand
Clarence Carter, Patches, one of those songs Rachel never paid much attention to, but
she’d heard the song so many times, she knew the lyrics by heart and she had to get of the car
before that blind, Alabama hill boy sang the rest of his woes.
“Momma, can’t we talk about this tomorrow,” Rachel said. She pulled the door handle,
but Virginia locked the door before it opened.
Life had kicked him down to the ground
When he tried to get up, life would kick him back down
One day poppa called me to his dying bed
“We can talk about it now. It’s not like you have anywhere important to be,” Virginia
said.
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“What’s there to talk about, momma? You know I’m not working, yes I’m looking for a
job. I haven’t asked you for anything.”
“What about school, Rach?”
Rachel dropped her head and rubbed her hand over her face, a hard rub that stretched her
cheeks and bent the tip of her nose. “Please let me out of here. I’m tired, I did everything you
asked.” She pulled at the door again, knowing it was still locked. She wanted to scream. She
wanted to beat against the window, but she shook her head, and a low growl crept from the deep
inside her lungs. She heard the door unlock and went for the handle like Virginia was about to
lock the door again. The door opened unimpeded, but Rachel’s movement was so quick so
awkward, she almost fell out of the car. This made Virginia laugh. Virginia’s laugh held an even
tone, more like a chuckle, but the way she held her stomach and pointed at Rachel, the way her
cheeks stood just as round two ripe plums, the way Virginia looked like an older version Rachel,
laughing at her younger self, tickled Rachel, and she had to stop and laugh at herself as well. It
was a good strong laugh, one that Rachel needed, and obviously one that Virginia needed as
well.
Late at night I heard my momma pray
Lord give me strength to make another day
Clarence Carter hollered as Rachel waved goodnight to her mother, and Virginia made
her daughter promise to call her the next morning.
Inside the house, Rachel walked down the hall that led to her bedroom. She dove in the
bed and kicked her shoes off, after she landed on the soft, down comforter and the pillow top
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mattress. After she kicked off her shoes, she turned over on her back and covered her eyes with
her forearm. Now that she had relaxed her body, her mind became restive. Everything seemed to
pour in at once. She felt the anxiety wash over her, and she saw her daddy’s face, smiling from
the driver’s seat of his truck, one hand on the steering wheel, head tilted out the open window,
straw boater hat banded with a red and blue bordered ribbon and bow, tilted on his head. She
thought about what he’d said to her that morning, the secret he’d made her promise not to tell her
mother. He had been asked to play on a cruise, a blues and jazz cruise that would tour the coast
of Europe, the American isles, as well as a few port cities in South America. Two thousand
dollars a week, they’d offered. They would leave in June and would be gone until midNovember. It was good money, and he would make sure to send some home to Rachel, but he
had to go, he needed a break, from Beale and all the politics, Pig-Meat and all the ripping
around, playing every two dollar gig that came their way and from Virginia, all the worrying and
fighting. He couldn’t take it anymore. He had to get away. It was either that or the crazy house.
She rolled over in the bed. Turned on her stomach, wrapped her pillow around her face.
Where are you, Daddy? Why haven’t you called? She curled under the comforter and wrapped it
around her, clinching it tight with her hands and beneath her knees.
“God, please, just tell me where my Daddy is, no matter what happens. Just don’t take
him like this where nobody knows anything,” she said. She cried and sobbed, heaving deeply,
lurching like she was vomiting. She drew her knees close, and crossed her arms across her chest
as tight as she could.
She spread her arms and legs beneath the cover before throwing it off her. She couldn’t
stay there, not if she could help it. She strode to the living room and grabbed her cell phone. She
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felt uncertain about calling Stan, the way he looked at her, his age, Uncle Pig-Meat, the way he
worked that trombone and how much she liked it, but she needed to go to South Memphis, ask
around about her daddy herself. She dialed the number, sighed waiting for the call to go through.
Stan answered it on the first ring.
“Hey, hey how you doing, Rachel? Are you okay?” Stan said.
“I’m I don’t really know how to answer that. In fact, how about we save that question for
later? I called because I need to ask you for a favor,” Rachel said. She wondered what he would
ask for in return or what he would expect.
“Whatever you need,” he said, but his voice creaked with uncertainty.
“I need to go to South Memphis,” she said.
“South Memphis,” he said. He paused, held his breath for a second. When he exhaled, he
sounded relieved like he’d just understood what she meant. “Well, damn Rachel, where do you
plan to look?”
“I don’t know. I was hoping you could help me out with that. Don’t you know where my
Daddy and all of them be over there off Florida?” she asked. She knew he liked her but this was
an emergency. She couldn’t ask Pig-Meat or Aileen.
“Over there in Parkway Manor?” he asked, his tone incredulous. “I remember I got into
to it with a dude over there one time. About your momma.”
“What, and how did that happen?” she said.
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“I was about fifteen. Ms. Rogers drove through, looking for your daddy. This dude said
something about robbing her. I forgot what it was, but I didn’t like it. Next thing I know, we
were out there scrapping,” Stan said.
Rachel mentioned the apartments, she just wanted to ask some people had they seen him.
She sat on the bed, opened the drawer on the night stand next to her. She pulled out a pack of
oatmeal cookies. Turned on the lamp that sat on top of the night stand. The walls of Rachel’s
bedroom were bare, except for the corner where she had a vanity set up with a large mirror
trimmed in polished brass, and cut outs of different hairstyles taped to the wall. A woman with
skin the color of a latte, she wore dark lipstick, and her hair had been dyed with dark blond
streaks, with loose curls that fell down the sides of her face to her shoulders, another woman
smiling, wearing a design of tiny braids waving across her head. The faces printed across glossy
paper had been stuck to the sides of the mirror.
“Rachel, are you there?” Stan said.
The words snapped her from her reverie. She jerked her head and looked around. “Yeah,
yeah, I’m here. I know I’m asking a lot, but I’m trying to figure out a way I can help,” she said.
“It’s not that. It’s just I don’t feel comfortable taking you over this time of night. I tell
you what though. We’ll go over there in the morning. Around ten thirty or eleven, give the hood
a chance to wake up,” Stan said, whispering the last sentence.
The next morning, Stan called Rachel at eleven forty five. She had finished with blushing
her cheeks and putting on lip gloss.
“I’m outside,” he said.
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Rachel hung up and held the phone wondering if she should call her mother. She thought
about Virginia grilling her. Where are you going? Well, why are you doing that? Who have you
talked to? Who told you go riding around South Memphis? She dropped the phone in her purse
and decided if she found where he was, for real, she would tell Virginia, but if she didn’t find out
anything important, what would be the use?
The weather felt warmer than the day before, and they rode with three of the windows
down a quarter. Rachel had protested when her window slid down. They drove down Elvis
Presley Boulevard, hopped on the expressway and took the South Parkway exit headed west.
When she had gotten in the car, first thing she heard was Johnny Taylor. That did not surprise
her, but his attitude about the music did. He sang the words to every song, hummed and popped
fingers without shame. He moved in his seat to the grooves and grimaced, yet somehow
managed to converse with her. By the time they stopped, at the northeast corner of South
Parkway and Florida, they’d exchanged pleasantries and Stan had expressed his concern for Mr.
Teddy, stressing his concern for Rachel’s father over all else. He spoke these words with the
same genuine tone he had just sung.
Parkway Manor apartments stood on the right side of the street, just past the PJ and Sons
Funeral Home. Virginia hated that place, and they passed it Rachel thought about the time she
found the obituary for Marcus’s funeral. Her mother yelled and shook her fists, after she walked
in and caught a nine year old Rachel in the closet, looking through a shoebox filled with
mementos of Oakland. Stan swung a right onto Pennsylvania Street, drove through the
apartments, small two story complexes, four apartments to a unit, neat rows stretching several
streets, he turned left at a the first intersection, onto Fairview and cruised by a line of cars: a
Lexus with shiny chrome wheels and gleaming black paint, a Ford Explorer with a flat tire and a
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green sticker, the kind that cops slap onto the windows of abandoned cars before they call the
tow trucks.
They stopped in front of an apartment, two men stood on the porch drinking, one passed a
quart of beer wrapped in a paper bag; they looked inside the car as Stan parked. He cut the
engine and laughed at Rachel. A laugh that seemed to recognize the apprehension in her eyes and
the corners of her mouth. He opened his door and stuck a leg out the car.
“You’re the one who wanted me to bring you over here. Come on now. Don’t be scared.”
He got out the car, then held the door open for her as she stepped out beside him. She felt the
men looking at her from the front porch. Resisting the urge to wrap her arm around Stan’s and
cringe and behind him, she walked up the narrow path of concrete, bordered on the side by grass,
overgrown by about three or four weeks. One of the men turned up the bagged bottle, his eyes
remained settled on Rachel. The other men on the porch looked as well. Every eye focusing on
Rachel’s hips and thighs. Stan walked just ahead.
Strips of brown wood lined the bottom half of the units, aluminum siding the top half. A
radio propped open a window next to the porch, blasting rap music, the dirty Memphis kind.
Nobody needs nobody
All I need is me and my dogs
So fuck all of y’all
These were Rachel’s bluesmen. She wondered why her mother couldn’t understand that.
One thing for sure, if Virginia knew Rachel had come here, walking around in the heart of South
Memphis, she would have gone off. The one drinking the beer spoke to Stan first. He wore a
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blue football jersey, underneath it a white thermal. White baseball cap, white jeans and shoes.
The two shook hands and embraced. The man looked over Stan’s shoulder at Rachel. He
stepped back from Stan and smiled right before he spoke again.
Rachel was surprised she didn’t see any gold teeth, but he wore a pinky ring, on the hand
holding the quart of beer. Untrustworthy. Yeah, later for you, partner, she thought. The other sat
on the right side of the porch, back against the wood, he looked younger up close, like he was
still in high school. This one, barefooted, bare chest, sat twisting a short lock of hair, above his
eyebrow.
“What’s going on, man? What y’all got going on this morning,” Stan said.
“Nothing really, I got a little business to take care of in a minute. Put some of that good
weed in the air. I know you got it,” the man said. He had not stopped looking at Rachel. He
scratched the top of his head, through the white hat. “Who is this, Bone? Is this your girlfriend?”
“No, man. This is Mr. Teddy’s daughter,” Stan said “He’s been missing the last couple of
days. My uncle hasn’t been through here telling here and told y’all?” Stan looked at all three, his
brow wrinkled and confused.
“No, Pig hasn’t been through here. Now Tara been running around talking about Mr.
Teddy,” the man said. This was the first time he’d stopped looking at Rachel since she walked up
to the flat bed of squared off concrete that served as a porch. The man in the white cap shook his
head. “You Mr. Teddy’s daughter?” he asked.
“That I am,” she said. “Have you seen him around here, like in the last couple of days?”
She tried her best to steady her voice, but it still shook.
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“Naw, baby, not in the last couple of days.” He turned to the other two. “When was the
last time Mr. Teddy drove through here?”
“Last week he had gave me a ride to school,” the boy sitting down said. He stood,
twisting his hair with one hand, pulling his black jeans up with the other. “What’s your name?”
he said, looking at Rachel, smiling in a way that looked too old for the boy, something behind his
eyes far more wizened and experienced than a teenager.
“Rachel,” she said. She leaned back a little.
“Rachel, your daddy is so cool. I’m talking about, if he sees you out walking, he’ll give
you a ride,” the young man said. With his forearm, he nudged the man in the white cap. “Mr.
Teddy’s a trip ain’t it?”
“Mr. Teddy sudden to fall down on the corner and holler, ‘Who need they light bill paid?’
Yeah, he then helped a lot of people around here,” the man in white cap said.
“That’s the only reason he messes with Tara,” the young man said.
Bone pushed the young man by the shoulder. “Hold on, this man’s daughter is standing
right here.”
The boy almost dropped his pants in protest. He was telling the truth. Mr. Teddy did take
care of Tara, he helped a lot of people in the hood. Stan shook his head as the man with the white
cap bumped chests with the teenager then pointed the boy inside the house. Then pulling at the
sleeves of his thermal, he noted that going around to Tara’s house might not be a bad idea, but
Stan said no, they’d already talked to her. Two dogs snarled and fought somewhere inside the
maze of apartment complexes. Rachel pictured her daddy riding through waving at people,
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sipping his own brown bottle tucked between his legs. She thought about how much he had
helped her, especially over the last few years, ever since she quit college. She wondered how her
father did it. How did he take care of so many people, riding around in that little pick up, playing
his trumpet? She felt her eyes well then turned and walked as fast she could back, down the
concrete trail to Stan’s car. Stan behind her, telling the men on the porch to wait, calling for
Rachel to slow down, to wait a second.

December, 7 1985, Memphis, TN
Rachel felt her momma, pulling at her hand, pulling her forward, but Rachel was stuck,
entranced by the row of Christmas trees, lining the path to the Enchanted Forest, the winter
wonderland set up inside of Goldsmith’s department store every holiday season. After walking in
Goldsmith’s, Virginia had strode, holding her daughter’s hand, down to the basement level. The
path lined, with green carpet and walled with Christmas trees, donated by the area’s most
prominent businesses. The first one they passed had been given by the local newspaper, The
Commercial Appeal, another from Peaches Records and tapes, with red, green and gold painted
forty five’s, hung as ornaments on the branches. A sign stood on an easel next to each tree. One
sign read, Peace on Earth Good Will Toward Men, Brodnax Jewelers. Another from LeBonheur
Children’s Hospital wished the holiday shoppers a safe Christmas. Virginia held Rachel’s hand
and said something to Aileen about that husband of hers.
“Just stays gone, all the time,” Virginia said. Her hair, curled at the ends, bounced on her
shoulders and between her shoulder blades when she turned to Aileen. “I mean on one hand it’s
good, because his gigs are picking up so much. He really doesn’t need a day job anymore. But
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the gigs are always at night, always on the weekends, and now that damned Donati wants to open
the club on Monday and Thursday. I might get to see my man two nights out the week if that.”
“Well at least your man has some things going that are exciting. I love my husband, but
all he does is sit around the house. I can barely get him to go to the grocery store,” Aileen said.
She pushed a stroller, with a fat, brown baby sitting up in the car seat. The baby cooed and hit
the sides of the stroller.
“Ms. Aileen, can your baby talk? I could talk when I was a baby,” Rachel said. She liked
playing with Ms. Aileen’s two year old son. She wanted to pick the baby up and show him
everything in the Enchanted Forest.
The walls were covered with white cloths, with cut outs of Christmas trees covering the
height of the twelve foot walls. The ceilings were painted black, with silver stars painted on top,
different sizes of stars, the larger ones looked as if they were twinkling. The carpet that led from
the bottom of the escalator between two rows of Christmas trees, donated by area businesses,
curved through a series of rooms, with Christmas display settings on both sides. The displays
were fenced with white painted trellis. Set on top of white cloth and fuzzy cotton, arranged to
look like mounds of snow, were displays of penguins pushing sleds, mice and dogs wearing
dresses and overalls, trees lit with decorations and stuffed, wide eyed deer and rabbits positioned
between them, crews of animals building toys for Christmas. Some of them moved in rigid single
motions. An elf turned his head side to side. A dog dressed like a marching band leader waved an
arm, conducting a pig beating a bass drum roped around his neck and a cat holding a bugle up to
his mouth.
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“Momma, that cat looks like daddy,” Rachel said, laughing pointing at the tuxedo cat
with the big belly, tail curled to the side. The cat wore a top hat too.
“Does it?” Virginia said. “Your father looks like a black cat?” Virginia said, chuckling,
giving Aileen a sly grin.
“No, he’s blowing on a trumpet, just like my daddy,” Rachel said.
“That’s not a trumpet, baby,” Aileen said. “That’s a bugle.”
Rachel looked up at Aileen then down at Aileen’s baby. “Are you going to bring the
baby, to see my daddy in the parade?” Rachel asked.
“I don’t know, Rachel. It’s going to be cold down on Beale, with that wind whipping up
off of the Mississippi river, no thanks. I’m taking my little munchkin to the house,” Aileen said.
They walked through the Enchanted Forest, through all four sections, four rectangular
rooms that turned into each other, so the visitors walking through could not see the displays in
the next section until they turned to corner to the next room. Rachel stopped and looked at every
display she could. She put her face up to the trellis and look through the open spaces, until her
mother pulled her away. She tried to lean over and touch a stuffed reindeer, hooked up to a sled,
the nose of the reindeer glowing red with pulsing light, but Virginia pulled her away just before
she touched the reindeer’s nose.
“Rudolph,” Rachel shouted as her mother pulled her by the hand.
At the end of the Enchanted Forest, a line stretched along the wall of the last room and
ended at an open display made of a red gazebo, decorated with candy canes, silver and gold
tinsel, wreaths and holly leaves. It had been painted red and the back of it had been covered, so
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that it would have the effect of looking like the front of an open workshop, or maybe even a
barn. Inside the display, a white man with red cheeks sat on a glittering white throne, and at the
front of the line the children took turns sitting in the old man’s lap. There would be a brief
exchange and a ho-ho-ho, merry Christmas. A camera would flash and the child would step
down and over to the side with their parents and wait on the picture to develop.
“Are you going to tell Santa Claus what you want for Christmas?” Virginia asked. She
led Rachel to the back of the line. She bent down in front of Rachel and straightened the collar of
her daughter’s dress.
“I already told my daddy what I wanted,” Rachel said. She had seen it a month before in
one of the Spiegel magazines that came in the mail for her mother every month. Soon as Rachel
saw the Deluxe Barbie Dream House she fell in love with it, had to have it, had asked her daddy
for it almost every day since and showed it to him so much, he had to pat her on the head tell her
to give him some time to think about it. She hadn’t asked her mother yet, hadn’t built up the
courage.
“Well you have to tell Santa Claus what you want too, to make sure you get it,” Aileen
said. Shifting her baby from one arm to the other. The baby pawed at her face and screamed,
expressing all of the day’s excitement in one bounce.
“Why can’t your baby talk?” Rachel asked. She reached up and played with the baby
boy’s chin.
“That’s a smart little girl, Virginia,” Aileen said. “I can tell she’s a handful.”
“Remembers everything she hears, and sees too.”
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By the time Rachel got up front, she’d noticed that Santa Claus wasn’t smiling. Not
really. He held his mouth open, corners spread, bared, beige teeth, his cheeks rose, but he
squinted in a way that made him look like he was in pain. When it was her turn to sit on Santa’s
lap, she’d decided that she didn’t want him making that ugly face on her picture. He had a round
belly that looked squishy. Rachel wanted to poke her finger in it, and his beard looked fuzzy and
soft, puffy like cotton. She wanted to pull at it, but she knew she would get in trouble.
“Ho-ho-ho, and what is your name, pretty little girl,” Santa said, his voice deep and jolly,
moving his head with each syllable.
“Rachel,” she said.
“Have you been a good little girl this year?”
Rachel thought about the dollar she stole out of her father’s wallet the week before. There
were so many, he wouldn’t miss it. She deserved more allowance anyway.
“Yes, I’ve been a good girl,” she said.
“Ho-ho-ho, and what do you want Santa to bring you for Christmas,” he said.
She wanted to say, her daddy was going to buy her what she wanted for Christmas, but
looked out at Virginia standing next to the cameraman and said, “All I want for Christmas…”
she looked up into Santa’s eyes. “…is for you to smile on this picture. Smile for real, like you’re
having fun.”
Santa looked down at the child and for a moment the lines in his face deepened and the
corners of his gaze hardened. Then his eyes relaxed, he opened his mouth to speak, but only a
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stuttered breath escaped. Then he smiled with his entire face, and they looked into the camera
and snapped two pictures. When the next child climbed onto Santa’s lap he was still smiling.
After they left the Enchanted Forest, Aileen went home, but Virginia drove over to Beale
Street, but she had to park all the way up, past Beale and Danny Thomas across from Local
1755, the same labor union was involved in the garbage strikes leading to the assassination of
Martin Luther King Jr., who the building was nicknamed after. Down on Beale the crowd had
already began forming on the sidewalks and in front of fresh new buildings, the products of
urban renewal
Aileen had been right. The wind blew and stung Rachel’s ears and her nose, but her
gloves were warm, and most of her body had been bundled up pretty good. Then there was the
excitement, knowing she was about to see her father marching up the street, like the parades
she’d seen on television. She skipped up the side walk, past the line of body shops and a fenced
in parking lot on the right. They crossed in front of the First Baptist Beale Street Church. Rachel
thought about the story her daddy told her, about the church baptizing folks at end of Beale
Street, where the road went down into the river, back when the water was lower and they could
stand thigh deep, without having to worry about the current, which eventually swept a few of the
believers onto glory as soon as they’d been born again, went down but never come back up.
“Momma, didn’t daddy used to go that church. He said they used to baptize people in the
Mississippi River. They baptized him down there,” Rachel said. She pointed at the church as
they walked past it.
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“Your father had to get baptized before he could play there. Now I’ve never heard of
anybody being baptized in the river. They baptize people at church,” Virginia said. She shook
her head. “Your daddy and his stories.” She looked down at Rachel and smiled.
People were already crowding, forming thick lines beginning at Fourth and Beale and
stretching on down the slight dips and rises of the cobblestoned road, past Hernando, and even
Third Street. Virginia began to walk faster and Rachel had to move as fast as she could to keep
up. The crowd was building but it hadn’t gotten too thick yet, so Virginia did not have trouble
skimming past the front of the line, to a spot on the corner of Beale Street and Hernando. Rachel
looked at the open street and when the wind blew, it felt like it had just blown past an iceberg,
and Rachel drew close to her mother, and Virginia held Rachel, pulled her even closer, so the
little girl would have to pull her head back and look to turn around when she heard someone
scream. A group of children played on the ramp entrance of an empty building. A sign in the
window read FOR LEASE. Another sign stood out this one stood in front of the building. It read:
4E 83
Pee Wee Saloon
(P. Wee Saloon)
Pee Wee’s Saloon was the favorite meeting spot for Memphis musicians in the early 20th
Century. W.C. Handy used the cigar counter to write out copies of the Beale Street Blues for his
band members. One of those songs, written for the 1909 political campaign was first named
“Mister Crump,” for the Memphis mayor and political boss. Later with new lyrics it became
famous as the “Memphis Blues.”
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Rachel tugged the back of Virginia’s shirt, and when Virginia looked down Rachel
pointed through the thickening crowd at the sign. Virginia hugged Rachel tighter, pulled the
girl’s head, so it could rest on her hip. Rachel read the words on the sign to her mother, slow
deliberate pronunciation. The word political tripped her up, she tried to pronounce it as if she
were saying polite, but Virginia helped her past the word. On older couple, a hoary white man,
with strands of grey curling from the bottom of a black aviator cap, lined with black fur, and a
plump woman with teased blonde hair, wearing a black leather trench coat and black leather
boots, stopped and admired Rachel as she read, staring at the young girl, then at the sign, the
young girl, the sign. The woman reached forward to touch to Rachel. The woman wore rings on
each stubby finger. Rachel dodged the woman’s touch with a smile, jumping to her mother’s
other side, but Rachel kept reading. After she finished, Virginia bent to one knee and kissed the
girl’s cheek. Rachel was shocked to see her mother’s eyes well with tears. Virginia pulled the
girl next to her and stared at the building behind them. Then the one on the other side of
Hernando. Years later the Commercial Appeal would publish several letters of hers critiquing the
woeful abandonment of the Memphis Blues, the construction of the Hard Rock Café over the
sacred ground where Pee Wee’s Saloon, second home to some of the greatest musicians in the
world stood, systematic and orchestrated efforts to rid the city of the very art form that gave it
life, nursed it through yellow fever. Rachel would read those words, on her first visit home from
college, in her room alone, and the words burned the lining of her stomach, and Rachel wished
her mother could speak to her like the letters and the articles she wrote. For now Rachel looked
in her mother’s sad eyes, and felt something bite inside her own heart, she wondered what it was,
as Virginia gave her a tight hug, and patted the side of her head.
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They’d stood two hours, and it’d been so cold that by the time Rachel heard the band
bopping, somewhere either around the corner of Third or Second, the daughter and mother were
huddled together shivering. Everybody on the street seemed to hear the faraway callings of the
band, which was still out of sight. People leaned forward, and Rachel felt the old woman
standing behind and over her. The woman’s huge breasts bulging inside the black leather trench,
hung over Rachel’s head like an overhanging cliff side. Rachel looked up and grimaced, then
squeezed Virginia’s hand and snuggled even closer to Virginia’s side. The music began to
crescendo, and coming over Beale’s last visible hill, she saw the band, or the first trickles of
band members, still tiny from the distance. The group looked like they had walked straight out of
the Mississippi, and there was brilliant figure in front of them, a piece of sun fire fallen from the
sky bouncing around in front of the approaching parade marching up and over the hill and trolley
tracks that stretched north and south, where Beale crossed main Street. Even before the parade
got close enough for Rachel to see the brown skinned man, wearing a crispy white tuxedo, with
tailed jacket, white gloves and gold painted boater hat, she knew that the speckle of light
bouncing up Beale Street was her daddy. She jumped next to her mother and grabbed Virginia’s
hand.
“There he is. There he is, momma, look,” Rachel said, jumping up and down, pointing up
the street.
“There is who, Rach? What are you talking about?” She smiled at the couple standing
behind them.
“It’s daddy, momma. It’s daddy. Can’t you see him?” Rachel said. She didn’t understand
why her mother couldn’t see him. He was standing right there. All day, she sees everything that
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goes on in the house, even when she’s not home, but she can’t see daddy. “He’s write there in
front, momma look. That man in the white coat and the gold hat. That’s daddy.”
“That’s not your daddy. How can you see all the way down there? Are you sure, Rach?
That doesn’t look like your father to me.”
Rachel insisted however, and Virginia bent down beside her and straightened her clothes
again. Then the mother took her gloves off, licked her thumb and rubbed the corners of her
daughter’s eyes. Shaking her hand, Virginia mused on the cold, river wind that stretched and
dried the wetness from Rachel’s eyes across her face.
“I remember when my daddy used to bring me to the Cotton Maker’s Jubilee, and we’d
watch the parade, standing in this very spot. It was the only time my daddy ever brought me
down to Beale Street, and I wasn’t allowed to come down here by myself. My momma used to
bring me down here with her, when she went shopping, or we had a doctor’s appointment or
something, but it wasn’t the same as when my daddy brought me.” Virginia looked at Rachel
with eyes that said they understood very well the young girl’s excitement. Then Virginia stood
again. Her grip on Rachel’s hand tightened. Rachel felt her mother moving next to her, bouncing
in place, patting her free hand against her leg, to the rhythm making its stride up the old blues
worn road. Rachel smiled and used her own free hand to cover her mouth so she wouldn’t laugh
out loud at her mother who looked funny whenever she tried to dance, which wasn’t often.
Rachel wanted to dance; however, and she worked her fingers inside her mother’s grip, hoping to
free herself, by the time the parade crossed in front of them.
By the time the head of the parade reached them, everyone around was dancing and
cheering, pushing at their backs. People singing the melody that was all too clear now, ringing
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clear as a bell. When the Saints Come Marching In. The beam of sun fire, what had looked like a
star or an angel, dropped out of the sky, still burning, the light still leaping from his every
movement, had taken shape, the form of a man, Virginia’s husband, Rachel’s father, Teddy
Rogers. He sashayed on down Beale, playing that trumpet, pausing to dance or pump his fist and
holler at the people watching the parade. The fervor of the crowd bordered pandemonium. The
chaos surrounding Teddy tickled him, and he leaned back laughing with his horn held over his
stomach.
Rachel couldn’t help herself, she twisted at her mother’s hand trying desperately to break
free. She wanted to go with her daddy. She wanted to run out into the parade and dance with
him, by his side, shimmying their way up Beale. Virginia held onto her hand, and even snatched
her a little, but when Virginia looked down at her, Rachel saw a sadness in her eyes that made
the little girl stand rigid and still. The two gazed at each other, and for a single a moment
everything went away, including the music, and there were only Virginia and Rachel standing
there.
A pair of hands grabbed Rachel by the waist. Startled she let out a breath of a scream,
which abated soon as she looked down and saw the huge hands clad in white gloves. She knew it
was her daddy, even before she turned around the round glow of his face. He picked her up and
twirled her around, and before she had finished laughing, he had kissed her and Virginia’s cheek,
set her back down and returned to the middle of the street. Where he kept dancing, on up Beale,
Rachel dancing beside her mother, Rachel’s hand free now. She watched the rest of the parade,
the Booker T Washington marching band, a convertible with the words, Beale Street
Development Corporation written in block letters, on a banner, tied to the side of the car. A few
more convertibles rode by with old men sitting on top of the back car seats waving to the crowd.
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At the end of the parade, was a huge float, designed like a sled, with children dressed as
Christmas elves, wearing green overalls and striped green and red sweaters and little green hats
with golden bells hanging from the hats’ pointy tops. Santa was on the float waving to the crowd.
Rachel was not surprised to see that this Santa looked different than the man she’d just taken the
picture with in the Enchanted Forest.
That night Virginia and Rachel ate leftovers from the day before, and after dinner
Virginia fixed Rachel a cup of hot chocolate before getting the little girl ready for bed. Virginia
even let Rachel finish the cocoa in bed. There she sat, bare toes wiggling above the dark
hardwood, heels bumping the bed rail. She looked at the corner where she would put the Barbie
Dream House and imagined herself playing, setting Ken in his chair after a hard day at work,
Barbie fixing him his favorite dinner, and they didn’t have a baby. She finished the cup and got
under the covers. She pointed at a pair of thick black socks at the edge of her bed. Virginia
picked them up and smelled them before handing them to Rachel with a glint and a smirk. She
sat up in protest as Virginia reached to turn out the lamp next to the bed. Then she reached under
her mattress and pulled out the Spiegel magazine.
“Why do you have that under there?” Virginia asked. She watched her daughter flip
through the pages.
Rachel went straight to the page and pointed at her dream house. She turned the magazine
around so Virginia could read it then sat it in front of her. She sat up some more and scooted next
to Virginia.
“Momma, that’s the only thing I want for Christmas. I promise if y’all get me this I won’t
ask for anything else ever.” She squeezed against her mother’s arm.
315

“What is this?” Virginia asked. She picked up the magazine, looked at it under lowered
eyelids.
“It’s a Deluxe Barbie Dream House, with all the furniture and everything.” Rachel felt
herself holding back the emotion she felt from saying those words. She watched her mother read
through the ad and got ready for when Virginia saw the price of the dream house.
“Three hundred and fifty dollar for a toy?” Virginia said. “No I don’t think so. Three
hundred for one gift?”
“I asked daddy. He said he would think about it.” Rachel hugged her mother as tight as
she could. “Please momma, would you at least think about it?”
“I don’t know, Rach. That’s too much money to spend on one gift.” She pulled at Rachel
but she held on. Shaking her head, her face buried against Virginia’s shoulder.
Virginia pulled at Rachel twice more, and had to pop her on the legs to get the child to let
go. Rachel fell back onto the bed and curled up. She laid there and cried as Virginia shushed her
and spread the covers back over her.
The next morning Rachel sat at the breakfast table waiting for breakfast as Virginia sang
a funny little song that went to the tune of She’ll Be Coming around the Mountain. Rachel had
heard the song a thousand times, but it still made her giggle every time she heard it. At least a
little bit.
You gone look like a monkey when you get old
You gone look like a monkey when you get old
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I can see it in your eyes
You’ve been eating coconut pies
You gone look like a monkey when you get old
They were both still laughing, and Virginia had begun to sprinkle raisins and cinnamon
on top of Rachel’s oatmeal, when the girl heard the back door open. Teddy walked in the kitchen
through the den, still wearing his white tuxedo and gloves, his boater hat too that he’d spray
painted gold. He sat next to Rachel and set his black case on the floor beside his foot. Then he
leaned forward and nuzzled his nose against his daughter’s.
“How’s my little chicken plucker this morning,” Teddy said. He took off the top hat and
set it on the kitchen table, took of the white gloves and set them on top of the hat. “Virginia,
baby, can you pour me a cup of coffee.” He set his elbow on the table and rubbed his temple.
“Some of that oatmeal too if you got some left.”
“Good morning to you too,” Virginia said. She poured a cup of coffee and grabbed a
plate with a halved grapefruit. She rubbed the back of Virginia’s head. “Hurry up and finish,”
she said.
“Well you don’t have to fix me anything. I’ll get it myself. I know you’re feeling bout
frosty. I hell, you think I wanted to be down there playing all night,” he said and stretched his
bones popped in four loud crunches. He got up and took a quart of orange juice out of the
refrigerator. He danced from the fridge to the cabinet, stutter stepping in between.
Rachel kept her head bent toward her breakfast chewing as slow as she could so she
could keep her spoon in front of her mouth. She tried to think of a good time to ask her parents
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for the dream house, when they were both together, in a good mood. Virginia dug into the
grapefruit with her spoon like she was trying to kill it.
“What kind of heathen strolls in the house on Sunday morning after being gone all night?
Not only that, got the nerve to come up in here kissing your daughter, like all of this is okay?”
“You just mad because I didn’t come in and kiss you,” he said. He poured his orange
juice and tried to kiss Virginia as he sat down.
She moved back and grimaced. He moved forward and she went back even further until it
looked like she would fall out of the chair. Teddy took his seat, and sipped his juice. Then he
pulled wads of crumpled up bills and threw them on the table. That’s when the argument started.
*****
Rachel woke on Christmas morning and tiptoed downstairs to find her Deluxe Barbie
Dream House, sitting under the tree, already assembled. She stood before it and marveled at it,
just like in the magazine, but better, a thousand times better. She heard her parents giggle and
turned to see them on the couch, sipping coffee together. Virginia’s feet propped on top of
Teddy’s lap. Virginia moved like she wanted to get up, said something about making that child
some breakfast, but Teddy put his arm over her legs, held them still. Virginia relaxed back into
the position she had taken curled up on the couch.
“Merry Christmas, Rach,” she said, sipped some more coffee.
“Merry Christmas, Chicken Plucker,” Teddy said. “You got some more presents under
there too, so gone on, have at it.”
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Rachel had already bent in front of the dream house and opened the front of it, when
Teddy spoke. She heard her parents talking, but did not pay any attention. Inside the dream
house. There were four dolls. Three Barbie dolls and one Ken. She began to play, she had never
had so much fun. She played with the dream house all morning and afternoon, all the next day.
When school started back, she played with it every night after she finished her homework until it
was time to go to bed, Barbie throwing dinner parties, Barbie relaxing with Ken, just the two of
them, watching TV, Barbie gossiping with her sisters—the other Barbie dolls—Barbie laying in
the bed with Ken, whenever momma wasn’t looking or listening.
Two weeks after school resumed, Rachel got home to find her dream house was missing.
She ran back downstairs and found her mother in the kitchen, preparing dinner, washing some
chicken in the sink. When Rachel asked where her Barbie Dream House was, Virginia coolly
replied that she’d taken it apart because, Rachel was getting too wrapped up in it, losing her grip
on reality. Rachel ran to her room shouting up the stairs, screaming that it wasn’t fair, crying in
her room until Virginia came and got her for dinner.
Later that night, Virginia caught Rachel listening to some rap music in her room, and
snatched the plug out of the wall. She knocked the radio over, and it fell on the floor and broke.
Virginia said it was an accident, but she did not apologize. The next day, while Virginia was
showing a prospective tenant the other side of the townhouse, Rachel snuck into Virginia’s room
with a pole she had taken out of her closet. She took the transistor radio Virginia kept on a
nightstand next to her side of the bed, threw it on the ground and bashed it with the pole. She
swung and swung, and the more she heard the radio crack the better it felt. It was like she had
been taken up in a state of ecstasy. She didn’t care if mother caught her or if she accused her beat
her, it didn’t matter. She thought about how much her mother loved that radio, how long she’d
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had it and how she listened to it anywhere in the house she could. Rachel smiled as she beat the
radio and stomped it until it was broken crumbling mess of clinging wires and cracked circuits.
April 22, 2013, Memphis, TN

Rachel woke up on her couch. She opened her eyes after three or for blinks, stretched her
arms and back. She looked around her living room and scratched the side of her head. She did
not remember going to sleep. The last thing she remembered was balling up on the couch crying.
She remembered why she had been crying and grabbed her stomach with both hands. She saw
her father’s face, smiling inside the driver’s window. That boater hat and that Hawaiian shirt.
She moaned and rocked on the couch and called for her daddy. She called for him twice more,
like screaming louder would make him come running. She pulled at her hair and rubbed her face
in her hands. Then she prayed.
“Please, God. Just let us find my daddy. No matter what happens, please, don’t let him
end up missing, where we never know where he is or what happened to him.” Rachel folded her
fingers together in front of her nose, her entire body tensed.
For a moment, when she heard the beating on the door. She thought it might’ve been
Teddy, hoped it had been him, but her phone rang and Momma flashed across the LCD screen.
The knocking sounded again, this time the knocks sounded fast and menacing, and Rachel
imagined her mother standing at the door with the police, ready to interrogate her or maybe take
Rachel and lock her away somewhere in the crazy house. Someplace like Lakeside since Poplar
and Dunlap had shut its doors ten years ago. She looked at the phone again for the time. Ten fifty
it said. Virginia’s named flashed across the screen again.
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The room looked only half dark, even though the red curtains covering the windows were
thick, the light making its way around the edges of the curtains and the cracks between them,
was strong. The places where the light hit the floor, were only starting points where the light
began before rippling further into the room. The red curtains and throw rug in the middle of the
room affected the light in the room like drops of red dye in a glass of water, a dream or a calm
moment before a night terror, a vision washed in a fine, misty fog of ground flesh.
Rachel answered the door in the same clothes she’d worn the day before. The same
clothes she’d stumbled through the door in, after refusing to let Stan help her into the house. She
hadn’t expected it to be so bright outside, after she opened the hardwood door, she had to cover
her eyes. Her mother’s outfit did not help. The celeste blue blouse Virginia wore shined through
the door right along with the mid-day sun. Rachel had set her purse on the coffee table behind
her. She reached back got her keys, and after she unlocked the door. She went to the bathroom to
brush her teeth, as Virginia walked to the couch to sit, looked at it and walked past taking a seat
in a chair with a finished red oak frame and beige pillows, covered with tiny pink flowers. When
Rachel returned to the living room, she found Virginia waiting with her legs crossed. Her purse
settled in her lap. The flesh around her eyes looked puffy, and her eyes looked bloodshot. You
couldn’t sleep either, I see, Rachel thought.
“Have you seen the news?” Virginia said. Her suit jacket and dress shone bright against
the light shadows and sepia.
“No,” Rachel said. She felt her chest tighten.
“They’ve already run something in the news this morning,” Virginia said.
“You, called them?” Rachel asked. Her voice raised before she could stop it.
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“Watch your tone,” Virginia said. She shifted in her chair. “I don’t know who called the
news. All I know is my phone’s been ringing off the hook. So many people calling, I don’t even
know half of them. Anyway, we have to go down to the news station, too.”
Rachel took a step back
“Come on Rachel, I need you to ride with me again. I know you’re about tired of me.”
Virginia tried to smile, but managed to do no more than to spread her lips.
“Okay, go where,” Rachel said. She could not believe that she was actually glad her
mother had come over. Rachel knew she wanted to help, but she wasn’t sure how she could.
Maybe her mother could tell her what to do. It wasn’t like Virginia was unaccustomed to being
bossy.
“Have you looked at the news?” Virginia asked. She uncrossed her legs and went into
her purse.
“No I haven’t, I don’t like looking at the news,” Rachel said. She took slow breaths,
raising and sinking her chest.
“Well, your daddy’s already been on the news once. They want us to release a statement.
I’m going down there, but Russell is going to do all the talking.” She rubbed her temple and
stared at the red curtains. “You’re doing a good job keeping the inside of the house up, but what
are you going to do about that front yard?”
“You want me to go down there with you, don’t you?” Rachel smirked and nodded once.
“I know you’re not going anywhere looking like that. What, did you get drunk and fall
asleep in your clothes. Just like…” Virginia covered her mouth with her hand.
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Rachel shrugged her shoulders at Virginia, and turned her head. She grabbed something
to wear and a set of fresh bath towels. The water in the shower reminded Rachel of her daddy.
She’d just seen him that morning. She cried and kept quiet as she could. She rested her forehead
on the white tiles and let the water fall on her back and run her hair down the sides of her face.
Her shoulders jerked. Get it all out, she thought.
They drove down Lamar. When it changed to Crump, Rachel looked at Virginia then
back at the road. The sun burned high, a mid-morning sun polished the entire street; the old
buildings burned out and shut down after the King assassination, an old movie theater, covered
in vines and patina, a tire shop, with a greasy sweaty man, holding an air hose, running to a car.
“So where, is Uncle Pig-Meat doing the interview?” Rachel said.
“I changed my mind, we aren’t going there,” said Virginia. “I need to go look at
something, and I don’t feel like going down there anyway.”
I didn’t feel like doing it either, Rachel thought. She looked out the window before
leaning back in the seat.
They passed Mosque 55 on Vance, a warehouse operated by Southwest Community
College, and one of the last standing house projects in the city. Virginia swung a left on Main
Street and found a parking space two cars past Aileen’s Lincoln. Rachel shook her head.
“Momma, what are you up to now?” Rachel said. We don’t have time for this. What the
fuck is wrong with you?
“I had a meeting today. I backed out of it, but I need to be here,” Virginia said.
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“Don’t we need to be out looking for Daddy?” Rachel said. Oh lord, now you’re about to
go off.
“Look where, Rach? The VA, I looked there, South Memphis, Downtown, I called his
brother. I got Officer Davis ready to call, soon as she hears something. “What else am I supposed
to do?”
Rachel started to answer, opened her mouth and raised a finger, but sunk back into the
chair just before she spoke. I don’t know. We just need to keep to keep looking.
Aileen had parked in front of a building with yellow bricks, dark green dark green jambs,
a green awning with four and ninety five painted across it. Virginia led the way in, Rachel
followed, looking at the two storied building, up then down, she saw the for lease sign in the
window.
You can’t let it rest for one day?
The building was dark on the inside, and since it was empty, it looked much larger than it
did, when Rachel looked at it through the window. The ceilings looked to be about fifteen feet
high. How can they have another floor up there with such tall ceilings? The light from the street
rushed through the windows like a broken damn, and splashed across the floor until it ended in
froth and spray at the feet of Aileen and a tall woman with black hair, cut to fall at the line of her
chin, straight hair, pinned up in the back. Aileen had stopped talking, when Virginia walked in
with Rachel. She walked over to Virginia and the two ladies hugged each other’s neck,
squeezing until it looked like they were supporting one another, and when they let go, tears
rolled down Aileen’s cheek, a tear visible because of the sunlight coursing into the empty office
space.
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“You didn’t have to come down here today, Genie,” Aileen said. Holding Virginia by the
arms.
“These are the times we have to stay focused. When God is testing us,” Virginia said with
inflection, soft as a flower petal.
Aileen laughed under her breath and waved at Rachel. Then she stepped from between
Virginia and the woman with the black hair, who shook Virginia’s hand with one short tug. The
ladies exchanged pleasantries, and the woman touched Virginia on the arm, and said she was so
sorry to hear about Virginia’s husband. The woman turned around, waved her arm began about
the features of the office space, taking the three ladies on a tour of the entire building. They even
trekked up dark flight of stairs to look at second floor that also looked bigger than Rachel had
anticipated.
After the tour and quick discussion of price, a lease of five thousand dollars a month, and
after the woman with the black hair left all three of them with business cards, Rachel, Virginia
and Aileen stood in front of the building. Aileen held her keys, and Virginia held her purse over
her shoulder. Rachel sat back against the door of Aileen’s car.
“So what do you think about the place?” Virginia said and tapped Rachel on the arm.
“Teddy’s Blues Cafe she said, and sat next to Rachel. “We can have a museum, gallery space.”
“Run an office,” Aileen, flanked Rachel’s other side.
“We can’t have Teddy’s Place without Teddy,” Rachel said. “Look at this building, it’s
gorgeous.” Rachel had heard the woman say three thousand dollars a month. How in the world
are they going to keep up a five thousand dollar lease?
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“Rach, we always have to be strong, because we’re black women, we have to watch our
men devalued, but especially now. Never know who’s watching you.” Virginia hugged Rachel
and Aileen hugged her from the other side. Virginia smelled like shea butter and Chanel No. 5
I can’t. I don’t know. It’s like, you being so nice. You couldn’t act this way sooner? “I’m
hungry, y’all, I haven’t eaten since Friday.” She stood from the car, and focused as best she
could.
Rachel’s phone rang. The first time, it was her ex-boyfriend, so concerned. What
happened? Do you need me? If you need anything, give me a call. Next a girl she’d met on her
last job. Girl, are you okay? Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Otto asked about you, told me to tell you
hey. Five more called by the time she got to the restaurant and turned her ringer off, put it buzzed
in her purse every few minutes.
“I keep mine on silent,” Virginia said. “I hate to do it. If Davis calls, I’ll call her back.
Girl. I have forty seven missed calls in my phone. Not one of them is Teddy. Virginia’s head
lowered, and she humped over a plate a little. She put a hand on the table and pushed herself up,
blinking, eyes stiff and wide. She shook her head. Aileen took her hand. She stared at the rafters
and said, “Teddy’s Blues Museum and Café,” she’d ordered seafood bisque, spooned through it,
tasted a couple of sips. “A place where the children can learn to play the blues, learn about the
blues, about the history of their own city.” She strained her words, tensed the muscles in her jaw
and neck as she spoke. “A place where Teddy can play, without having to worry if it’s going to
rain or how cold it is outside.” She wiped at the corner of her eye with her finger.
Rachel felt something churn her stomach. Just stay strong, Momma please. If you break
down, what am I going to do?
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They sat in a booth, Rachel ordered a Long Island Iced Tea. “This is the only time I’m
going to drink in front of y’all, other than a glass of wine or champagne,” she said. She spoke
with her head raised, fingertips lain against her chest. “When did we start getting along?” Rachel
asked, laughing in the same breath. What if something happens to daddy? Are you going to take
it out on me? Rachel thought. She watched her mother eat two spoons of soup and felt a little
relief. When Virginia began discussing the party from the day before with Aileen, Rachel felt
more relief in spite of herself.

June 3, 1989, Memphis, TN
Rachel turned over in her bed and put her pillow over her face. She pressed down on it as
hard as she could and wondered what it would be like to suffocate someone. She pressed the
sides of the pillow against her ears, hard as she could, but she still heard her parents in the next
room. Through the wall, she mostly heard Virginia’s voice, accented with what sounded like
repressed rebuttals from Teddy.
“Well why does it have to be my car?” Virginia asked. “You mean those Italian thugs,
can’t find their own Fleetwood to put on the front of your album cover?” The walls did little to
mute the inflection of her words, the hard consonants and the raised octave at the end of her
questions. “And how are you going to do an album with the same folks that wouldn’t pay you
when you were playing in that damned nightclub.”
“Donati wants a picture of the back of the car, Genie. The whole band will be standing
there. You won’t hardly see it anyway.”
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Rachel squeezed the pillow around her face and ears. She kicked in the bed, until all the
bedding was bundled up at the foot of the bed.
“You, don’t even have to be there. Just let me take your car,” Teddy said.
“Let you drive my Cadillac, so you can get drunk and tear it up. I don’t think so,”
Virginia said.
Teddy seemed to have gotten angry and his voice, like it always did when he got loud,
took on a sound like someone screaming after eating food prepare with crushed glass. “Well just
forget about it, Genie damn. You always talking about the blues. I’m trying to make an album.
It’s going to be pressed up and put in stores. They’re even going to play it on the radio. It wasn’t
even my idea, hell. I told that man, you weren’t going to do it. I told him.”
“You told the man, you’d do your best to get my car for his album cover. You’re just a
punk. You just let those white folks tell you any damn thing. I wish you’d listen to me, like you
listen to those white folks. Punk motherfucker.”
That’s when the bumping began. Rachel tried to ignore it at first, but the bumping around
got louder. Then Virginia screamed. Rachel threw the pillow on the floor. She ran into her
parents’ room and found Teddy choking Virginia with one hand, pushing her against the wall,
lifting her to her tiptoes. His free hand poked her face with his index finger. Virginia saw Rachel
and tried to turn her head from her daughter.
“Gone back in your room, Rachel,” Virginia said.
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Rachel tried to get between Teddy and Virginia. She put both hands on Teddy’s chest,
and tried to wedge her butt against Virginia so she could push them apart. She got between them,
pushed and pushed, but Teddy would not budge. Dog, daddy why’d you have to be so strong?
“Will you two stop it?” Rachel said.
“That’s okay, soon as he lets me go, I’m calling the police,” Virginia said. Teeth bared.
“Call them, bitch. I ain’t afraid to go to jail. You must forget, I’m from Trigg and Florida.
Hell, I grew up in jail. One thing’s for sure, all the police in the world can’t make me stay here
and take this shit from you.” He balled his free hand into a fist.
“No, daddy, please stop,” Rachel said. She tried to grab her daddy’s free arm, but missed.
The force of the parents pushing against each other popped Rachel from between them like a
toaster. She fell to the ground. She pulled herself to her feet, using her parents’ bed. She’d fallen
on her elbow, and now she held it as she yelled at her parents. “I’m so tired of this. Y’all are
fighting like a couple of school kids. Kill each other, go to jail, I don’t care. I’m leaving.”
Teddy and Virginia looked at Rachel then at each other. Teddy let Virginia go and while
she rubbed her hands across her throat and caught her breath, Teddy pulled a suitcase from the
closet, and dumped in on the bed. He open up the dresser, snatched out an armful of shirts and
threw them in the suitcase. He opened another dresser draw and did the same thing with a few
pairs of pants.
“All I wanted was to use your damned car,” Teddy said. He grumbled and stuffed a few
pairs of under wear and socks in the briefcase, held the top down as he zipped it shut.
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Rachel stood in front of the bedroom door. “Daddy, where are you going?” she said, but
she knew the answer. Anyplace but here. She grabbed him, wrapped her arms around him,
pressed her head against his stomach.
“I’ll call you, Chicken Plucker, soon as I can,” he said. He stood back from Rachel. His
shirt and the front of pants crooked.
“That’s right. If you stay, you’re going to jail,” Virginia said.
Rachel called her momma, tried to hold her daddy. I should be the one leaving. Lord how
in the world can I get out of here? Maybe they’d get along better if I was gone. The dark of the
hallway pressed against her back like a plate of spikes. Virginia sat on the bed, went in the
drawer on the night stand next to the bed and pulled out a cigarette. She put the cigarette between
her lips and held a cigarette lighter.
I thought you quit. Rachel shook her head, but Virginia threw the cigarette and the lighter
back in the drawer. Teddy kissed his daughter and tromped down the stairs like a drum roll.
From the top of the steps, she stared down, heard Teddy rattling through the kitchen, then the den
for his sheet music and his horn. Virginia stood in the bedroom door and blocked the light.
“Let him go. All of us need some space, some time to think,” Virginia said. She fixed her
bathrobe, smoothed her hair back into a ponytail, and walked past Rachel to the bathroom behind
her. She cut the light on, rummaged through the bathroom. Then walked out and put her ponytail
up with a rubber band. She scratched the bridge of her nose and her eyebrow. “You can keep
looking down there, and if you want you can leave too. Go down there and ask your father to
take you with him.
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Rachel yelled and shook her hands above her head before slamming the door of her room
behind her. She fell in her bed again, bounced once and before she could settle, she’d gotten up
again. She found Teddy in the den, fingering his horn, a thick book of open on his lap. On the
wall above his head a painting of The Daisy Theater, hung to her right a blown up copy of the
Memphis Playbook, with a headshot of Teddy on the cover and a street sign that read Beale and
Hernando embossed in the background. The story line read: Teddy Rogers, The Mayor of Beale
Street. The suitcase sat in the corner, between the couch and the wall. He patted the space on the
couch beside him and she sat down.
“Baby girl,” he said and stroked her cheek. “Even if it’s not today, I got to leave for a
while. I don’t want to, but things are getting heavy around here. A break will do everybody some
good.”
Rachel nodded. I’m used to being alone.
He put the horn to his mouth, like he was about to play, then took it down and laughed.
“Get her going all over again,” he said.
“Daddy, do you and momma love each other?” Rachel asked.
“I can’t speak for your momma, but yes I love her,” he said, sighing in the same breath.
“Your momma give me so much trouble.” He leaned back into couch. “I’ve never met anybody
that plays the blues like your momma.”
“Daddy, what’s in that cup?” Rachel pointed to a red plastic cup on the stand, where
Teddy could reach over the arm of the couch and grab it when ready.
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“Why does everything have to be business all the time? You know sometimes I wish, I
could quit playing this damned horn, but I love it so much. It’s like, singing the blues just attracts
more of the same.” He reached over the arm of the couch, took a quick sip from the cup. He
smacked his lips and said, “Ah.”
“That’s all y’all talk about is the blues.” Rachel said. “It’s like you love the same things but not
each other.” Me either.
Teddy flipped through the book of sheet music on his lap. When he found the page he wanted.
He ran his finger across each line, nodding his head like touching the notes on the paper made
the sounds in his head.
“I got some big things coming up, baby girl. This horn is going to make us rich. Then maybe
your momma’ll be proud of me.”
The song on the page read Teddy’s Blues
My baby don’t love me, she treats me oh so mean
My baby don’t love me, she treats me oh so mean
She’s the meanest woman that I ever did see
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April 29, 2013, Memphis, TN

Light glared through clusters of leaves and branches gathered in the treetops. Sewer water
trickled nearby. A snake whipped across a pool of drainage, five feet from Teddy and sectioned
off by cement. His boater hat lay next to his head, the bottom turned up; it looked like a
collection plate. His cellphone lay next to his open hand, fingers bloated from the gas of
decomposition. The screen of the phone black, stained with two drops of mud. Water fell from a
pipe and gushed, a steady hiss, incessant gasping. The sewage had backed up a couple of weeks
before and fouled the neighborhood, so it had been days before someone had come down to
check the pipes. Someone who’d seen Teddy and fell down the hill that dropped soon as they
cleared the row of trees and tall grass that hid the ditch from the sidewalk and a street that
separated the land around the drainage from the rest of Glenview Park. Someone who screamed
and scurried back up the rooted mound, dove out of the wall of trees.
Police dropped into the clearing, one by one, most jumped but a few of them had to edge
down the short drop. Two police officers put on gloves and searched Teddy. They dropped the
phone, and his hat into a plastic bag. One of the cops, a young lady with dark bangs swept across
her forehead, curls pulled behind her ear, opened his wallet and looked at his driver’s license. “I
knew it,” she said.
“It’s him?” The cop holding the bag said. Looking down, peering at the card.
The woman with the bangs slid the card back in the wallet and tossed it in the bag. “We
knew it was him before we came down here,” she said. “Shit, let me call Davis.” She pulled out
her cellphone.
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“Whoa, who are you calling?” The man let the sack drop to his side and held up a hand in
front of her cellphone.
“Stacey Davis in the Union Precinct. She knows the wife,” the woman said. “Would you
move? I know what I’m doing. It’s already been discussed. This woman needs to know where
her husband is. This is one of the fathers of our community. Did you know that?”
By the time Davis got there, the sunlight above the trees had shifted an hour west. She
wore the customary livery, and the Kevlar clunked around her, like a coat of plate mail. She slid
down the hill. When she saw Teddy she paused, then stood next the woman with the bangs and
shook her head.
“You found his ID,” Davis said.
“He had a cell phone and a boater hat too,” The woman with the bangs said. She pointed
at the man holding the bag.
“Oh my, God. Ms. Genie is going to be so hurt,” Davis said. She turned off the radio on
her hip. She pulled out her cellphone and swiped a couple of buttons with her thumb.
“Wait, we have to report to the commanding officers first.” The man took a step forward.
Davis put the phone to the side and held it with both hands. “I know the procedure, but
I’m going to call this woman and tell her about her husband. Right now.” She smirked and rolled
her eyes, holding the phone up to her face, a ringing light enough to climb wind, then the sound
of Virginia’s voice, a distant, recorded greeting urging the caller to leave a message so she could
return at her earliest convenience. Davis sighed and hung up the phone.
The man sneered and walked past Davis, his shoulder brushed the surface of her Kevlar.
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“That answering machine saved your job today,” the man said to Davis. He passed
between the ladies, gave them both with the same sneer.
“What is wrong with him?” Davis said.
“I don’t know, I think he’s just shook up,” the woman said.
“Did he fall down here?” Davis said. She looked over at the mound and the row of trees
separating them from the street. She looked up at the tree branches above and around at the
cement and the pipe pouring the filthy water down a drain covered with an iron bar. A rat
swooshed belly up, through the water and down the drain.
“It’s hard to tell, he’s been down here at least a week,” the woman with the bangs said.
“How’d it take them so long to smell him?” She turned up her nose and shook her head as she
spoke.
“I passed by this place for years. I never knew any of this was back here,” Davis said.
She looked down then at the woman and shook her head. The woman with the bangs
asked if Davis needed someone to help her tell the victim’s wife. Davis shook her head first then
nodded. The ladies agreed to get drinks after work that evening, and the water fell. Traffic pulsed
over the street outside the drainage ditch.

September, 25 2004, Memphis, TN
Teddy sipped from the half pint of Jack Daniels and rubbed Tara’s thigh. She sat next to
him in his truck.
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“Are you sure this is okay,” she said. She shifted in the seat, which made her dress raise a
half inch up her thigh. Teddy bought her the red dress. Something nice for her to wear to the
club, to hear him play.
“Quit playing around now, Tara,” Teddy said and smiled. “You know I’m going to want
to see you on that dance floor working out, baby. I got you the outfit you wanted. Now it’s time
to put it to use.” He chuckled and pushed his fedora back, off his forehead, so the hat wouldn’t
feel so tight. She reached for the half pint in her lap, and he caught her hand. “Maybe later, you
know you’ll get drunk and go to clowning in there, trying to fight folks. Naw, we’re going to
have smooth night.”
“Whatever, Teddy, you always want to act like you’re my daddy, you need to gone
somewhere,” Tara said. She shooed two hands at Teddy.
“I’m old enough to be your granddaddy, hell great-granddaddy the way you young folks
having babies.”
He had already played on Beale that night, until eleven. You want to hear a song? Put
something in the bucket. You want to say something on the mic? Put something in the bucket.
Come on let’s take this picture. Hold on fellah, is this your woman? The cold didn’t creep from
the wind blowing across the river and up Beale until Teddy had packed his trumpet and sound
system, a microphone, a stand, and a two channel amp.
“So this is y’all last night performing here.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled, and
looked at Teddy. She raised her eyebrow. “I don’t understand, the way y’all have this place
jumping.”
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“Where did you get those dimples, baby,” Teddy said. He squeezed her cheek, then
rubbed the side of her face. “So how are your classes?” Teddy asked. Don’t be like my daughter.
What she called herself doing up at TSU, who knows.
“You’re going to be my woman one day,” Teddy said, knowing he enjoyed chasing her,
and he never wanted to catch her. I hope I never have to admit that.
Pig-Meat’s head sprang into view outside the passenger window right before he rapped
his knuckles on the glass four times.
They got out the car and Teddy grabbed his horn off the back seat. Tara rubbed Teddy’s
arm, rested her chin on his shoulder. She wrapped her arms around his back and his belly and
rocked from side to side. Pig-Meat gave Teddy a sharp look, behind the girl’s back. Teddy
returned the frown, then whispered in Tara’s ear. She hugged his neck and walked around to the
entrance, at the front of the club.
Pig-Meat watched the woman walk away and slapped Teddy’s arm, soon as she cleared
the corner.
“Damn boy, got you a young tender there. She live over there in the Manor don’t she?”
Pig-Meat asked. Pointing at the spot on the corner she had just past. I’ve seen her walking
around before. How old is she.”
“You don’t have to look at me like that. She’s twenty two.” Teddy said. He laughed as he
spoke.
“Well you don’t need to be all out here with the girl, you never know who might pull up.”
Now Pig-Meat pointed out to the street.
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“What are talking about? She’s part of the act. You said you don’t want to play anymore
live music here, at your club, so we got to tear it down tonight.” Teddy said. He flipped the
passenger seat up in his truck, got his black case.”
“I’m telling you Teddy, you need to come play at the church. Good money, week in week
out.” Pig-Meat stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels then forward on the
balls of his feet.”
“Come on now, you think I’m hurting for money?” Teddy asked. He gripped the handle
of the case, felt the way it had shaped his hand. He looked at the field across the street.
“How long are you going to play down there on the street man? They won’t even let you
in the club down there.” Pig-Meat spoke like he had been holding back for a long time.
“What are you talking about, Pig? I play in the club all the time. Hell, I make more
money on the street than in the club,” Teddy said.
“You know what I mean, Teddy. You’re supposed to have top billing down there,” PigMeat said, walking with Teddy around to the front of the night club.
“Somebody’s got to keep the blues alive on Beale,” Teddy said.
Pig-Meat nodded, opened the door. He walked in behind and Teddy. The two walked
straight across the dance floor. Before they got to the open doorway that led into the kitchen,
Pig-Meat grabbed Teddy’s arm. When Teddy turned around Pig-Meat was pointing at the club’s
entrance.
“It’s going to get wild tonight, boy. You ready? You think you can hang?” Pig-Meat’s
gold canines took on the light from the kitchen.
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Teddy looked past Pig-Meats finger and noticed more people than he’d seen when he first
walked in, too much on my mind I guess. He scratched the back of his head, right beneath the
brim of his black fedora. The tables set in the dark, off from the dance floor were full. Shadowy
figures pulled back chairs, whispered in hand covered ears, brought drinks to their table. The
door opened again; another couple walked in and sat at the bar. Tara sat just beyond the light of
the stage. Her legs crossed, calf bouncing over her shin.
In a small office behind the kitchen, Pig-Meat and Teddy, finished the half-pint and shot
dice for a few minutes before Pig-Meat looked at his watch and picked up his money. Time to
go. Eleven o’ five, the set was supposed to start at eleven. Teddy grabbed his horn and cursed
Pig-Meat as the two walked out into the kitchen, then into the club where the music was too loud
for Teddy to yell over. Pig-Meat went to the bar and came back with two glasses. He handed one
to Teddy. Teddy smiled and threw the shot of whiskey back and handed Pig-Meat the shot glass.
He turned and looked at the stage, simple enough: two stools, a mic, an amp, and a drum
set. Teddy went to the microphone. Pig-Meat signaled the bartender who turned the music down
from behind the bar. Teddy set his black case on the school and pulled out his horn, before
putting the case back behind the drum set. Pig-Meat walked up the stage and grabbed the guitar.
He plugged turned on the amp, reared back and let his fingers loose on the strings, for just a
second, and for that second everything in the club stopped. Teddy jumped, feigned like he was
startled. He thumped the top of the microphone. Testing, Testing. He looked at the man
bartender, who also worked the sound, exchanged a couple thumbs up.
“Now y’all please excuse my friend. Y’all know he’s country. That’s one of them old
Clarksdale boys. Now you got to watch them. Especially when you shooting dice.” Teddy put his
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horn up to his mouth, and played Stagger Lee. A swing version of the blues standard. They
swung the tempo, jazzed it up a little. Teddy loved to swing. He glanced at Pig-Meat and smiled.
Come on, old man, you’d better keep up or you’re going to get left. Teddy sang the lyrics to the
sung as he always did with the trumpet. He listened to Pig on the guitar doing his best to fight the
swing but he couldn’t. See their drummer liked to swing too, in fact Pig-Meat was the only one
who ever complained. Come on man, we got to pick up the pace. It’s not like it used to be, sitting
on the porch, drinking Kool Aid and moonshine, strumming the day and night along as the hours
danced away. The people are restless now. They want to dance. These girls want to shake, and
these men want to get up on their backsides while their hiked up in the air, calling them to come
and pat that thing. Teddy held up his hand and cued the band to half volume. There were several
couples already on the dance floor, and when then the volume on the music went low, the men
pulled the women by their stomachs, pulled the women’s butts up to their hard crotches. The
couples swayed back and forth as the women reached back and rubbed the faces of their men.
Teddy held his trumpet to his side and grabbed the crown of the microphone.
“That’s what I’m talking about. People always talking to me about the blues. They want
know about the Memphis Blues. Where did it come from? Who invented it? You know what I
tell them? I tell them like this here,” Teddy raised his horn and led the band into the next song.
However on this number Teddy began singing instead of playing his trumpet.
I been all over the world, from Korea to Timbuktu
I been all over the world, from Korea to Timbuktu
But I swear, I ain’t never seen nothing like the South Memphis Blues
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“Ha, Ha, y’all what y’all know about that South Memphis Blues? It’s a little bit different
than the Memphis Blues. It ain’t like the Beale Street Blues either. I’m talking Riverside Drive,
Kansas Street, Florida Street, Lauderdale, Philsar. That Third and Mallory blues. What y’all
know about that,” Teddy said. Then he hollered like an old blues hound, yelping at the
crossroads, under the moon.
Pig-Meat stopped playing, so did the rest of the band. Teddy turned to the fellas, then
back to the crowd, feigning like the bands break in the song had surprised him. Pig-Meat stepped
between Teddy and the microphone. The crowd hooted and yelled.
Damn, Teddy, you going to let that nigger do you like that?
Go head, Pig, This is your place. Gone play some of that Mississippi blues.
Pig-Meat pointed into the crowd, in the direction of the voice, then bent low, hunched his
back, got into that guitar like he was slow dancing with it. The rhythm slowed then skipped
around the beat, Pig-Meat plucked and rocked his girl side to side. He looked up and flashed
those gold canines.
“You think cause you beat me out my money earlier that did you something,” Teddy said.
He leaned the mic towards his mouth and cut his eyes at Pig. He picked up his horn and blew
right into that Tunica blues, rambled down Old Man River, into those hills where his folks came
from, in Greenville. After he called Pig-Meat out, he dropped his horn, and popped back that
fedora, then he answered Pig again. He saw that red dress shimmy past, and the music got good
to him. He wanted to sing.
Don’t shake that way baby, put that thang on me
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Don’t shake that way baby, put that thang on me
Look at that yellow girl, sweet as a honey bee
“Watch out now, she’ll sting you too,” Teddy said. He winked at Tara and stepped back
so Pig-Meat could get some. Our last night, he thought. A deejay playing blues from now on.
That’s not the same. Teddy listened and as soon as heard the break, soon as he felt Pig-Meat let
go of that rhythm, he hopped back on it. He threw his horn in the air and called Tara like a snake
charmer. She grooved closer until she was all the up on him, up on the stage, dancing in front of
Teddy’s horn. Even as he played, he cut an eye at Pig-Meat. Hey man, she’s part of the act.
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April 29, 2013, Memphis, TN

When Virginia got the phone call from Davis, she had just ordered a salad for lunch and
convinced Rachel to do the same. She said nothing when she saw the phone ring, saw the words
Officer Davis blink across LCD screen. She picked up the phone and started to answer. Instead,
she turned off the ringer and put the phone in her purse. It lit the inside of the tan bag and
annoyed her. She ordered a cup of coffee, two creams two sugars.
“Rachel, what possessed you to put those things in your hair?” Virginia asked. “Now
when you had the little braids, those were pretty. Are you trying to become a Rastafarian?”
Virginia said. She laughed, and Rachel laughed as well. All this time. She held her head down
and her hands up. Her shoulders shook and she wiped her eyes. “I’m joking, Rache,” she said.
“Well I like it, and no I’m not a Rastafarian,” Rachel said. “I have a job interview coming
up and I want to look my best.” Rachel looked at her mother and frowned, but as she watched
Virginia laugh the hard edge to her looks relaxed as well. She shook her head and smirked.
Both women picked and nibbled at their food, though the conversation felt good. Virginia
needed help setting up a new computer printer she’d just bought. Rachel had taken a test for a
job in a manufacturing plant in North Memphis. Virginia grabbed Rachel’s hand and squeezed
her fingers.
“Davis just called. I’m going to step in the ladies room and call her back,” Virginia said.
Rachel went stiff. Her mouth started opening, and her eyelids rose. Virginia let Rachel’s
hand go, went around the table and hugged her daughter, one arm over Rachel’s chest and collar.
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Virginia squeezed her daughter’s shoulders in her hands. She stroked the side of Rachel’s head,
and Rachel patted her arm, then sat up and took a long breath. She looked up at Virginia,
smiling, eyes shiny and starry. Virginia kissed the top of Rachel’s head and found the puffy
braids felt soft and the strands of hair tickled Virginia’s cheeks. She left Rachel at the table and
moved through the dark oak restaurant, underneath the rafters that crisscrossed above her head,
across the worn finish of the floor, past the dark booths with ceiling lamps hanging over the
people’s heads as they ate, sipped mimosas and conversed.
The stain glass on the bathroom glowed from the light behind it, and the door swung
open just as Virginia pushed, and a short lady dark lady with bluish grey hair waddled past. The
woman smiled and waved, but Virginia eyes were drawn to the woman’s thighs and hips, were
the flesh looked to be falling over itself and the woman’s lumpy bottom. Rachel better watch out
before she ends up like this lady. Inside the bathroom, Virginia stood by the sink and called
Officer Davis.
“Ms. Genie,” Davis said, after the phone’s first ring. Her voice quivered and shrank,
sounded like she was talking through a wall instead of a cellphone.
“This is she,” Virginia said. What else was there for her to say? What else for her to do
besides identify herself? She knew what Davis what about to say, and did her best to brace
herself. At least it hadn’t been like Marcus. At least they didn’t do it in front of me. She grabbed
a handful of towels and wiped off the sink counter, until she was sure it was dry.
“We found him,” Davis said. Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat.
“Where?” Virginia asked. She tossed the wad of paper into the trashcan under the
dispenser and leaned back against the sink. No need to ask if he was alive, it had been ten days
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since he went missing, since she’d seen him last. She wiped her hair smooth, back against her
head and the nape of her neck. The door of the bathroom stall in front of her stood open.
“In Glenview Park,” Davis said. “There’s a drainage ditch at the back of the park that’s
covered up by a row of trees. That’s where we found him. He had some belongings that are being
examined, but as of now, they’re ruling out foul play. They can’t find any signs of bodily
injuries, but it’s hard to tell, because the body, Mr. Rogers’s body has already started
decomposing.” Her voice trailed away at the end, like she’d fallen over a cliff or abandoned a
falling airplane.
“Wait a minute, how can they tell what happened to him, if they haven’t performed an
autopsy yet?” Virginia asked. I’m no expert, but that doesn’t make sense.”
“The body’s decomposed too much to perform an autopsy. Since there are no signs of
injury of struggle, they can’t investigate it as a homicide. We have to assume he died of natural
causes.”
“Assume? Well when can I identify the body?” Virginia asked. He died of natural
causes. Died of natural causes. Died. She had gotten the news. It was real now. She couldn’t
hide from the situation or keep it on the margins conscious. Teddy’s dead. Though she’d felt it
all along, from the moment she’d found his truck in the carport and his horn in the den, there had
still been a few embers of hope left burning, trying desperately to stay alit, to keep from burning
out. She went into the stall and closed the door behind her. She slid down and sat on the toilet,
with her knees pressed together.
“Ms. Genie, you there?” Davis asked.
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“I’m here,” Virginia said. She had to breathe and settle herself before she spoke. She
shook her head and mouthed the words no, no, no.
“Can you come on down to the station?” Davis said. “That way we can go ahead and get
everything processed, so you can be done with all of this as soon as possible. I’m going to meet
you down there. At the same precinct over on Union. Are you there Ms. Genie?”
“Uh, huh,” Virginia said. She felt her strength failing. It felt like melting, like she would
slide down into the toilet at many minute.
Davis gave Virginia a time, then asked was Virginia all right. When Virginia failed to
respond, Davis said she would be at the station waiting for Virginia, but if necessary, she could
pick Virginia up herself. Virginia closed her eyes, tears rolled down both her cheeks. She
whispered, I’ll be there. Davis said okay and Ms. Genie, Ms. Genie, are you going to be all right.
Still Virginia said nothing. Davis hung up the phone. Virginia held onto it until a busy signal
buzzed through the receiver. She gripped the phone, imagined crushing it in, then she put both
arms over her stomach and doubled over. Shoulders shaking, eyes blurred with tears. She heard a
baby cry through the noise outside the bathroom. A loud, piercing sound that shrieked above all
the chatter and clinking dishes in the restaurant. She held her chest with one hand, and propped
the other, still holding the phone against the side of the stall.

August 28, 2007 Anaheim, CA
When the hotel clerk spoke she lowered her voice. “I see where the company, Fire
Fighter’s Association of America reserved your rooms, but the rooms haven’t been paid for yet.”
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The clerk looked at Teddy, then Pig-Meat. She glanced at Virginia, Rachel and Aileen, and
smiled. Virginia felt dogged. All I want to do is get to my room, take a shower and lay down, she
thought. Rachel leaned against the desk and shook her head. She hefted the bags at her feet and
found a chair next to a tall palm leaf plant. Her head leaned back, and she began to doze.
Fighting the exhaustion, she lifted her head every so often. Virginia nudged Aileen and pointed
at Rachel, but Aileen’s eyes puffed and drooped as well, and when she looked at Virginia, her
head wobbled.
Pig-Meat stepped beside Aileen, “I’m here if you need to someone to lean on.” He patted
her back and stepped back smiling.
Without looking up, Aileen groaned and waved her arm.
“So, what are you saying? You don’t have our rooms ready?” Teddy pulled a black
suitcase, wheeled it back and forth.
“Sir we have the rooms available, but the balance has to be paid before you can check
in,” the clerk said. She stroked a lock of brown hair behind her ear.
“I thought the folks were supposed to have our rooms and transportation, man,” Pig-Meat
said.
“It’s just a misunderstanding. Let me call the man and get all this straightened out,”
Teddy said. “I’ve been talking to him all day.” Teddy searched his pockets and pulled out a
cellphone.
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“I don’t understand why Donati didn’t fly out with us, and now we get here and our
rooms aren’t paid for,” Pig-Meat said. He went and sat beside Rachel and stood his guitar case
up against his knee. “Aileen, you don’t want to sit down?”
“Until we get everything together…” Virginia pulled an American Express card from the
bill folder in her purse and gave it to the cashier.
“Ma’am, can I see your I.D.,” The clerk grinned and lowered her head a little.
You don’t have to look like that, young. You’re just doing your job. Virginia handed her
driver’s license to the clerk.
Virginia showered, soon as they got into the room. She stretched her neck and popped her
joints under the running water, as steam rose from her skin.
You came all the way out here, and you’re not going to come and see me? Virginia
imagined the voice of Marcus. Why did you come here? She mimicked him in her thoughts,
you’ll never be free. You belong to the children. Come see me, Virginia.
Teddy sat up in the bed, with his back against the headboard. He had his trumpet out,
working his fingers over the valves, scribbling on a pad, where he’d drawn a staff and began a
couple of lines on a song he’d began started on the plane. They had ordered a double room, and
Rachel lay curled up on the other bed. At least she took her shoes off, Virginia thought. Virginia
had dressed in her pajamas and her ankle socks in the bathroom, but still she wrapped herself in
one of the two, white bathrobes hung on the back of the bathroom door. She sat in one of the two
chairs by a table and the window covered with thick bronze curtains that glossed from the shaded
light of the hotel room, yet the thick layers of curtain proved opaque as well, and the only
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sunlight that made it into the room were the wisps that danced at base of the window, and rippled
down the sides of the edges of the curtains. She grabbed the brush she’d taken out of her bag,
along with her pajamas and made long strokes through her hair, wiping it to one side, down over
her shoulder.
“Tomorrow, I’m going up to Oakland,” Virginia said, brushing her hair and wiping it
with her free hand. Let’s get this out the way now. It’s not like you really care, but I know you
have make it look good.
Teddy quit working his horn, looked down at the floor. When he looked up at Virginia,
he frowned and his nostrils flared. “The gig is tomorrow. How in the hell are you going to do
that? How long have you been planning this?” Teddy asked. He set the horn on top of the song
drawn in the wire bound notebook.
“I haven’t planned anything, Teddy,” Virginia said. At least not consciously, she thought.
She stretched her mouth, brushed her hair over the side of her face so Teddy couldn’t see. “I
have to go, Teddy.” She brushed her wet hair back now. “It would be easier if I didn’t, but I have
to deal with this.”
“Deal with what, baby?” Teddy asked. “I know it was tough, but that man has been dead
what thirty years?”
Rachel grumbled and turned over, moaned long and hard. Her mouth fell open and she
snored.
“She fights in her sleep, just like you,” Rachel said. She thought about the times she had
to jump out the bed, Teddy swinging, speech indecipherable—the language of dreams.
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“And you snore, louder than anybody I’ve ever heard in my life,” Teddy laughed. “You
got that big old nose, sounding like a steam boat,”
“Really, after you sell us out to whitey, three thousand miles away from home, still
picking cotton, shucking and jiving boss, I’m a grit and bear it boss. You want to me blow this
here horn for you Mr. Donati, yes sir, Mr. Sir.” Virginia said, in a voice mimicking Teddy’s she
hobbled to the bed, with her hand out and her back hunched, holding the brush to her mouth and
moving her fingers across it like a trumpet. She wrapped her arm around Teddy’s neck and
kissed his cheek.
He leaned back after she kissed him, lowered his eyelids, cut his gaze at her. “Do you
really have to go Oakland?”
Virginia lay on the other side of the bed, on top of the comforter at first with the robe
pulled tight around her. Teddy moved to the chair, with his horn and his song and Virginia fell
asleep humming Stacker Lee. She dreamed and saw Marcus standing at the foot of Beale Street,
where the road turned to dirt and sank into the river. The water shifted, looked restless around
Marcus’s waist. He held something below the surface, looked up and shouted a prayer, waved his
head, eyes shut. In the name of the Father the Son and the Holy Ghost, Marcus pulled Teddy,
gasping for air, out of the river.
By the time Virginia woke up, Teddy had gone. Rachel had already changed clothes, and
now she sat up on the bed with the remote control. She flicked to a station, looked at it for a few
seconds then on to the next.
“Daddy left with Mr. Donati,” Rachel said.
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Virginia rubbed her hands over her eyes. She felt her nape, rubbed it as she stretched her
neck. She sat up and blinked, then sat at the foot of the bed. The television channel flipped and
flipped again. The colors and the sound switched so fast they annoyed Virginia. She shook her
head, turned around and frowned at Rachel.
“If there’s nothing on, why don’t you just cut it off?” Virginia said. “Where did he go?”
“With Mr. Donati, over to some rental car place. Daddy said he’d be ready to go to dinner
by the time he gets back.”
“Has Aileen been by?” Virginia picked up the hotel phone. She dialed Aileen’s room. No
answer. “Lord have mercy, you two.” Virginia had tried to get separate rooms for Aileen and
Pig-Meat, but they insisted. We don’t want you spending all that money.
Five loud knocks. The knob jiggled and someone on the other side of the door snickered.
Rachel answered the door. Pig-Meat stumbled into the room, with Aileen holding onto him. PigMeat looked at Virginia smiling, feigning a scowl with his eyebrows.
“Damn, Virginia, do you always have to be the last one ready. Baby girl even ready
before you. That’s bad, everybody knows you take all day getting dressed,” he said.
“She thinks she’s cute,” Aileen said. She giggled and laid her head into Pig-Meat’s side.
Virginia looked at Aileen, taken aback, but glad to see her friend loosening up, dropping
the holier than though role again. Aileen could be very annoying during those time, but she was
most fun during those times, and out of all those years, Pig-Meat was the only person that ever
made Aileen react that way.
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After Virginia cleared the room, she sent Rachel out with Pig-Meat and Aileen, she
changed into a simple black evening dress and heels. She would go to Oakland early in the
morning, alone. She’d rent her own car and make the drive. She thought about trying to look up
Marcus’s deputy. I wonder if he still works at the board. If not, maybe someone up there can tell
me how to find him, but what good is that going to do? She paused, looking in the mirror with
the mascara brush in front of her eyelash and shrugged.
After dinner, Donati sat back in the chair and rubbed his hands from his chest down both
sides of his stomach. They had gone to a Mexican restaurant on West Olympic Boulevard, which
did not impress Virginia. Mexican food in Los Angeles, is that the best you can do? Neither did
the snobbish looks that said you don’t belong here. Virginia did like the high ceiling, a fan with
long blades cut from mahogany, spun with slow swooping motions. There was a fish tank and a
fountain at the back of the restaurant, and the trickling water, brought back Oakland and Marcus,
the times they sailed in San Leandro Bay, the bookstore they went to in San Francisco, the one
the beatniks started—City Lights. The long evenings finishing the paperwork he brought home.
Donati held up a glass of cognac and put a cigarette lighter to the liquid. He let a small
flame, dazzle across the surface. He blew out the flame, before swishing around a mouthful of
liquor and swallowing it. He looked around the table and patted Teddy’s back, who sat to his left.
Teddy had just forked a piece of burrito into his mouth, and when Donati slapped his back, he
jerked forward a little. He gave Donati a look that feigned anger. Then he pointed a thumb at
Donati and shook his head.
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“If you slap me on the back like that again, our party’s going to be one short heading
back to Memphis,” Teddy said. He grabbed Donati’s shoulder, while Pig held Donati’s other arm
and made a stabbing motion with the fork, towards Donati’s neck.
Man please, you up here playing with this snake. You should’ve pulled a knife on his ass,
when he left us dangling in the wind at the hotel.
“Hey, no need for violence guys, I’m just excited, man. California’s going to get a taste
of some real blues tomorrow night. The Beale Street boys about to hit Anaheim. Watch out man.
The blues boys are back in town.” He clapped his hands. “We got everything set fellas.
Tomorrow we’ll do a bit of sightseeing while it’s still early. Then we have one last rehearsal
tomorrow afternoon. Who are we kidding, like you guys need rehearsal.” He rubbed Teddy’s
back this time. He moved toward Pig-Meat but received a look that stopped him, mid-motion and
made turn and look across the table at Rachel. “What are you eating over there, darling?
Whatever it is it looks good.” He said and smiled at everyone around the table, like he was
looking for someone to agree and second his observation.
“On the menu it said, ‘Pollo Jalisco.’” Rachel danced in her seat. “That’s pollo y
cammorones,” she said, singing the words.
“That does look good, girl. I should’ve ordered that,” Aileen said. “Let me get a little
taste.” She held her fork out, toward Rachel’s plate. Rachel frowned and nodded, before Aileen
cut a piece of the grilled chicken breast and forked a shrimp on top of it.
“Virginia, did you get your money?” Donati asked. The smile left his face, replaced by a
more thoughtful considerate facial expression. His eyebrows raised behind his black rimmed
glasses.
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“Yes Rachel gave it to me,” Virginia said. “I wondered why it had to go through so many
hands. Why didn’t you just give it to me yourself?” Virginia had ordered a grilled shrimp salad,
that wasn’t half bad. In fact it was quite good. She ate a small forkful and took a sip water behind
it.
“Well by the time I was able to get to the hotel, you were already sleeping. I didn’t want
to wait to give you your money. Teddy had to go with me. To look over the venue and meet the
MD of the band that’s going to back them tomorrow. I’m sorry musical director,” Donati said.
“I know what an MD is,” Virginia said. “I might not play with the band, but trust me, I
know more about the blues than you ever could.”
“I would never dispute that, Virginia,” Donati said with a chuckle. “But it’s not all about
the music. There’s the business side of things as well.”
Teddy rubbed his forehead and covered his eyes. He pinched the bridge of his nose and
blew a guffaw.
“Having the musicians arrive at the hotel, without taking care of the bill, is that the
business side of things as well?”
“Uncle Pig-Meat, can flag the waiter down, next time he comes by,” Rachel said. She
held up an empty glass that had been filled with frozen pomegranate margarita and shook it.
“Well Virginia you flew for free, we’re having dinner—you got your money back, so
what’s wrong?” Donati said. He smoothed his tie against his chest and stomach.
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“I was just asking, Donati. You don’t have to take it so personally, my gosh.” Virginia
looked around the table and laughed, a couple of short chuckles. She shrugged and went back
into her salad.
After dinner Donati offered to take them on a ride. They could trail him to Newport
Beach for short while. Everybody at the table yawned. Pig-Meat stretched, and Teddy looked at
Donati, at the middle aged Italian, like he’d seen haints in the man’s eyes, and said the plane ride
had him beat. Donati asked Pig-Meat if he wanted to ride, and when Pig-Meat declined, Donati
turned to Aileen and Rachel, who were both backing from the table, so that for a moment the last
two sitting were Virginia and Donati. They gazed at each other a second before Donati and
flagged the waiter down, joked with Aileen about getting a margarita to go.
That night at after Rachel and Teddy had been asleep a good while, both of them snoring.
Virginia slipped out of the hotel room. I guess your nose is just as big as mine, water head
bastard. She rubbed her nose as she stepped on the elevator. In the lobby she found a computer,
with a credit card terminal that charged her a dime a minute as she booked a nonstop flight to
Oakland for five hundred and fifty three dollars. The departing flight would leave LAX at seven
twenty five am and her returning flight would land two fifty three pm, one hour each way. Back
in the room, she eased the door shut and swept around the round the room, checked her garment
bag, then climbed in the bed and looked at Teddy. His face still, mouth open, tongue resting
against his bottom lip, and Virginia wondered if Teddy were off somewhere in his dreams
playing the blues. He moaned and shuffled beneath the covers, turned his back to her.
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The next morning, the alarm on Virginia’s cellphone rang at five. She turned over, cut the
crowing sound, then she called a cab. Rachel stirred as Virginia got up and gathered her clothes
to take in the bathroom. She finished showering and dressing before she came out and found
Rachel, sitting on the end of the bed. The television was on, but she had turned down the volume.
She looked at Virginia her eyes wide. Then rolled her eyes back to the television. Teddy snored,
and bubbled his lips.
“I heard you call that cab. Momma, where are you going? Where you have to take a cab?
The man got us a rental car. Why not let daddy take you wherever it is you’re going.”
“First of all your father knows where I’m going. He’s my husband.” Virginia said. She
checked her cell. The cab hadn’t called.
“I’m going too,” Rachel said. She set the remote down and folded her arms.
“You see your father sleeping,” she made a lowering gesture with open hands.
“You were going to sneak out?” Rachel asked.
“I was going to leave a note. I’ll be back here no later than two,” Virginia said. “I paid for
the rooms, there shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Well when you get back, I want to talk to you, momma.” Rachel whispered. “What
happened up there? Over thirty years and you still have to keep it just balled up inside.”
“You know what happened up there.” Virginia went in one of her suitcases and grabbed
another purse. Her cellphone lit part of the tabletop, and Teddy’s trumpet shined, in the soft, grey
waves.

358

“I know about your first husband, mostly from what I looked up, but something else
happened up there. What was it?” Rachel picked up the phone, glanced at the screen. “It’s your
cab. Momma will you please talk to me when you come back.” She mouthed the words, more air
coming from her mouth than voice.
“I’ll think about it,” Virginia said.
As the cab fought across California route 91, around hillsides and over intersecting
highways, Virginia went through the contacts until she found the man that had been Marcus’s
deputy superintendent. The cab driver bopped in the car to Kool in the Gang, Get Down on It.
She asked the driver if he liked the blues. Did they have any radio stations that played the blues?
The driver looked in the mirror and asked Virginia what she had just said, so she had to repeat
herself. The man found a station he said was the best jazz and blues station. Virginia stared out
the window when they played Eric Clapton, but they followed it up with one of her favorite
songs from BB King’s Live in Cook County Jail album, Every Day I have the Blues. She called
the deputy, wondering what she would say when he answered the phone, but was greeted by an
electronic voice greeting. She left a short message, hello, this is Virginia Rogers, believe it or
not, in Anaheim, spending the morning in Oakland.
The deputy called four times while Virginia was on the plane. She thought of calling a
cab, but decided to call the deputy one more time. The deputy answered on the first ring.
“Virginia Rogers. I’ll be damned. What in the world are you doing back in Oakland?
Don’t tell me. You want to get involved with the foundation. It’s about time.”
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Virginia listened to the deputy, remembering how fast he talked and the way he ran his
sentences together. Marcus had been one of the few people that could actually out talk the
deputy.
“Well, no, are you…”
“Still at the board, I don’t know how, but yes. You know they offered me the
superintendent job. Right after, you know.”
“I want to visit the memorial,” Virginia said. A desperate blurting, the only way to talk to
the deputy. She had to literally talk over him, bully her way into the conversation. Just to get a
word in.
“You want to see the memorial after all these years. Where did all of this come from? I’ll
pick you up. Where are you at the airport?”
“No, I’m fine. I’ll meet you at the board.”
Virginia caught a cab to the Oakland Unified School District Board of Education. The
building looked the same since she’d last seen it. When the cab pulled into the parking lot at
1000 Broadway, Virginia felt a great sense of terror overcome her. It was like reliving that same
day over again, the day Marcus was murdered. She stopped the cab and paid the fare, and when
the cabbie offered to drive her nearer to the front entrance of the building she refused. Instead
she got out of the cab and walked through the parking lot. She wondered what it must’ve have
been like, Marcus’s final moment. She imagined the white van cruising the parking lot. Marcus
standing outside the school board next to the deputy, who had been smoking a cigarette. The
moment when Marcus saw her parking and began to walk toward the car. The finished speech
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she’d brought him inside a manila file folder. Marcus walking toward where she’d parked, with
the deputy following closely behind him. The screeching tire and the faint smell of burned
rubber. The two figures, the women, with their faces wrapped in layers material tied around their
heads. The sound of the women shooting the handguns at Marcus. The women, wrapped faces,
forms curving inside their army jackets and dungarees. The look on Marcus’s face, the first time
she had ever seen fear in his eyes. The van screeching to a stop in front of Marcus. Four
explosions, shotgun blasts. The barrage of gunshots that followed. The kill-shots. The masked
gunmen standing over Marcus’s body firing away. The screech of the van barreling out of the
parking lot.
Someone touched Virginia’s shoulder. When she opened her eyes. She found that she had
been kneeling on the ground. Kneeling in the same place she had fallen on that day, and watched
through eyes that wouldn’t close, the assassination of her husband. She turned around and looked
up at the deputy. He looked almost the same as he did back in seventy three, the years had been
kind to him. The grey streaks gathering just above his ears, the only indicators of his true age.
“Virginia, it’s me,” He said. He put both hands on her shoulders, then stepped to her side
and rubbed her back. “I was standing in the lobby waiting on you, and I saw you walk up. You
haven’t aged a bit. Watching you walk up brought back so many memories. I remember when
you would come to see Marcus. How excited he would be on days he knew you were coming by
for lunch.”
Virginia put her hand on the deputy’s and tried to speak but cried instead. The deputy
consoled her best as he could. After Virginia got a couple of minutes of crying out of her. Reality
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returned some, and as she lost the images of Marcus’s murder, her pride returned, and she felt
self-conscious. She looked around the deputy to see if anyone was standing behind him.
“Come on, Virginia. Come on inside for a minute. I can get you a cup of coffee, and you
can clean up your face.”
“No, I’m on a really tight schedule, and I want to see the memorial,” Virginia said.
“Could you drive me?”
“Sure, Virginia. Anything you want. How’ve you been first of all?”
Virginia didn’t say much in the parking lot, but she did open up on the drive over to
Mountain View Cemetery. A huge stone gate stood at the cemetery’s entrance, and riding
through it made Virginia feel like she was in a movie, reminded her of The Godfather in fact.
She remembered being surprised at how much Marcus had loved that movie, despite his rhetoric
concerning violence in film and its effect on small children. There weren’t any cemeteries like
this back in Memphis, and as they drove through the hills, Virginia had strengthened, confident
in her decision to let Marcus be buried there. Instead of taking him back home to Memphis. This
was a place that looked like it held the remains of kings, men of distinction. She couldn’t think of
a place in Memphis like that. Certainly not Elmwood.
“I wish you would’ve come inside the board. I had the entire office waiting to see you.
You know you should really come out here more often. Marcus’s work, as you know has
influenced education reform all over the country, but out here, the evidence and the lasting
impression of his work are most visible you know, and we can always use a good teacher. That’s
what you’ve been doing all these years, teaching right?”
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“Actually, I retired back in two thousand.” Virginia said. She looked around at the
headstones rising around them from the surrounding hills.
After parking in a lot near what looked to be the center of the cemetery, the two walked
along a path that lead away from the road and off into a series of gardens and turrets. They
walked through a gate, kept by two statues. Both were statues of angels, one angel extended an
open palm to those crossing the gate. The other angel covered her face with both hands, and it
looked like she was weeping. The second angel reminded Virginia of herself. Virginia didn’t
remember any of the landscape, when she thought back to Marcus’s funeral, she realized how
grief stricken she’d been. When she thought back she tried to remember Marcus’s funeral, every
image her mind could conjure had been obscured. She saw everything through the black lace of
her veil, Marcus’s casket, his closed eyes—like he was concentrating on something instead of
sleeping.
The air felt chilly and when the breeze picked up, Virginia rubbed her shoulders and
shivered. She wondered what Teddy was doing. She looked at her cellphone for the time and saw
three missed calls. Two from Teddy and one from Aileen. Teddy had called once at eight forty
five and again at nine fifteen. The time on her phone read ten o’ thirty five. Her time was running
short, but they were already at the cemetery, so she could at least spend an hour with Marcus
before she had to leave, and what she wanted to say wouldn’t take half of that time.
The concrete and pebble embedded path took Virginia and the deputy across a hillside,
past bevies of pine trees, yew bushes and scattered tiger lilies. Virginia looked at the headstones,
and marveled at how far apart they were. The graves here weren’t packed all together like the
ones back in Memphis. Whenever Virginia had been to Elmwood or National back home, she’d
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always been reminded of slave ships and now she knew why. Slowly things about Morning View
and Marcus’s funeral began to come back. She knew they were close to his grave, and that his
headstone lay flat on the ground. She also remembered how the funeral home refused to charge
her for the sight. They called it their contribution to the efforts of the superintendent. She had
almost forgotten how much of a hero and influence he had been. Memphis had forgotten its son,
sent to the west. She felt as if she had let his memory fade too.
“What were you and Marcus talking about that day?” Virginia asked. During that time
things had happened so fast. They were supposed to sit down after everything settled, but they
never got the chance. Things never settled, and Virginia had left so quickly. She didn’t finish the
month out. This was a question that she had always wondered about, but had never felt
comfortable calling the deputy and asking.
The deputy looked at her for a moment and shook his head. “So you have changed,” he
said. “I don’t remember you being so assertive.” He laughed.
“A lot has happened since you saw me last.” Virginia said. She thought about the woman
she had become and wondered if Marcus would approve.
“You would think, I could’ve forgotten about all of that by now, but I think about it all
the time. I mean that day. I can still see it. I still dream about it all the time.” He looked at
Virginia, then out over the hills and surrounding trees. His hair blew with the wind so did his
necktie. “He was talking about you actually. He was waiting on you to bring a speech about
those damned identification cards. How does a man loose his life over a fucking laminated piece
of paper?”
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The path went down and leveled off onto a plain with several flat headstones spread
across the clearing. Virginia remembered this area well. This was it. She began to take the lead
now. She walked to the right side of the clearing, and assumed she was indeed going in the right
direction because the deputy followed without protest.
“I remember how optimistic he was. The day before he’d been mad at you, said you were
taking too long finishing that speech. His job was on the line, but you were too busy trying to
have…” The deputy’s words trailed off into obscurity.
“Another baby,” Virginia said. She knew Marcus had been under pressure, and she knew
that she had been selfish in her incessant attempts to replace their miscarried child, but looking
back she wondered if somehow she knew. If the baby was more about keeping Marcus around,
because she knew he would be leaving soon. Then she thought again and remembered how she’d
felt that day. How fed up she was. How she had gone there to give Marcus the speech and tell
him that she was moving back to Memphis and that she wanted a divorce.
“Yeah, but that day he was so happy. The way he was talking about you, it was like you
had saved the world. He felt like he owed his entire career to you,” the deputy said.
Virginia walked straight to the plot where Marcus was buried. She looked down at the
flat tombstone, the grass trimmed neatly around its edges and fell to her knees. The grey
rectangular slab of stone, embedded in the earth, up to its surface was not bigger than a school
lunch tray. Chiseled into the stone, at the top was the last name she shared with her late husband,
the headstone was trimmed in a design of etched flowers. A cross stretched down the left of the
stone, alongside Marcus’s name. Then there were the dates of his live from nineteen twenty-nine
to nineteen seventy-three. She bent to both knees and rubbed her fingers across the carved letters
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of Marcus’s name. Marcus, I tried to tell you. I tried to get you to leave. Why didn’t you listen to
me?
The deputy touched her shoulder. “Hey, I’m going to walk over there and wait for you,
give you some privacy,” he said. He pointed to a bench that had been carved from stone, sitting
right outside the clearing.
Virginia nodded. The grass shifted beneath the deputy’s steps as he turned to leave her
alone with her husband. In an hour it would be noon and the sun was high, almost directly above
Virginia’s head. The blue sky encompassed all and Virginia felt the weight of it against the top
of her head and back and the nape of her neck. A few white fluffs above Virginia’s head, floated
by so slowly, it looked like they were standing still, looming above the bride and her first groom.
“I missed you so much, I thought I would die too. Not that I wanted to, but I thought the
grief would consume me, I didn’t think I was strong enough to handle it. For so long, I felt so
guilty baby.” She fell forward on her hands. “You were waiting for me. You were out there for
me. I could have saved you. I could have gotten you out of here, but I couldn’t make you love
me enough.” She sat next to the tombstone, with her legs turned to the side, knees bent behind
her. “Things would’ve been different if we had the baby.”
The deputy sat on the stone bench, and just beyond him the hillside dropped, and the sky
blurred against the horizon. A line of trees trimmed each side of the landscape, at the bottom of a
series of rolling hills, the office glinted.
“You sure got a nice view up here.” Virginia remembered how she’d been playing BB
King in the car, and how she’d turned it down when she saw him walking toward the car. How
mad she’d been about the night before. How tired she was of writing those speeches. How she’d
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promised herself that was the last one. Her heart felt like it was covered in a prickly sheet of
frost.
I’m gone where the cold wind blow
You caused me to weep, and you caused me to moan
You caused me to leave my home.

May 4, 2013, Memphis TN

Rachel never looked so beautiful, never looked more like her mother and her father.
Virginia straightened the shoulders of her daughter’s dress. The bedroom window shined with
morning sunlight. The heavy parts of the curtains stood pulled apart. Virginia looked through the
glowing veneer out to the tree branches crossing in front of the window and the rooftops of the
houses down the street. She turned back to Rachel, fluffed the curls in her daughters hair.
“What time is it,” Virginia said. “The limos and all that will be here at eleven. Did you
talk to Stan about being a pallbearer?” Virginia said. She listened to the stirring downstairs, and
wonder spread a smile across her face like peach preserves. I wonder if Teddy knew just how
popular he was. Since Pig-Meat had went on the news, people from across the country had called
expressing their sympathies, and after the police had found Teddy, People from around the world
contacted Virginia. A woman from Germany had sent a picture she’d taken with Teddy, leaning
against him, foot raised behind her. A man from London had written, said Beale Street was his
favorite place in the world, and meeting the Mayor of Beale had been one of the greatest
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moments in the man’s life. All of the news station had called. A writer from the Commercial
Appeal had dropped by the house and interviewed Virginia, marveling at their gorgeous home.
“Momma, it’s ten fifteen, the clock is right there behind you,” Rachel said. “And I talked
to Stan. He said he would be honored to be one of the pallbearers.” Rachel looked in Virginia’s
eyes like she was searching for something, like a piece of Virginia was missing, and perhaps that
piece and fell into the depths of Virginia’s eyes.
Virginia gave her daughter a suspicious furrowed brow. Why are you looking at me like
that,” Virginia said.
“You know you left those papers you were working with, on top of your desk,” Rachel
said. She smirked in a way that made her look more like Virginia than Teddy.
Virginia had been up late, going through the letters she’d received about Teddy, and
looking over some important documents and papers she’d kept over the years that included some
pieces of poetry and memoir that stretched all the way back to her days in high school.
“I saw that picture of you when you were a little girl. That’s you on that picture,
straightening that crown on that little girl’s head right?” Rachel asked.
Virginia nodded. What else did you see? She thought.
“You never told me you had another baby,” Rachel said. “You remember when we went
to California? I told you. I knew something else happened out there, something you didn’t want
to talk about, but a baby? Why couldn’t you tell anybody you had a miscarriage?” She leaned her
head a little “Between you and daddy, I don’t know who’s worse.” Her eyes went glassy with
tears.
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Damn, I must’ve my journal and my letters on my desk. Virginia rubbed her face with
both hands and sat on the edge of the bed. Rachel stood over her at first then sat beside her and
rubbed her back. It’s too much, I can’t take it, Virginia thought. My daddy, my baby, Marcus,
Teddy, everyone I’ve ever loved, you took them away from me Lord. I’m trying to understand,
trying not to question your will, but it’s hard. She covered her face to hide her tears from Rachel.
She bit her bottom so she wouldn’t cry aloud, but she could not hide the way her shoulders
shook. Rachel wrapped both arms around Virginia and the mother let herself relax in her
daughter’s arms. Rachel sang to Virginia, and old song, one that Virginia used to sing around
Rachel, when her daughter was a young girl. Rachel had never seemed to pay any attention to the
song back then, and Virginia was surprised she remembered it. Big Mama Thornton.

Oh baby my love holds on like a ball and chain
Oh honey my love holds on like a ball and chain
I don’t mean no harm honey, but Big Mama don’t want to go insane

“I used to sing that song to you when your daddy would stay out all night.” Virginia said,
wiping tears from her cheeks.
Virginia wiped her face, and inhaled until her chest was filled. She let the breath out slow
and sat up from Rachel. She imagined Teddy and Marcus fighting over her, better yet Marcus
with his arm around Teddy’s shoulders, professing the need for complete community
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involvement in the educational process, the blues too. Teddy nodding, horn in his hand glowing
as if he held the earth’s molten core. It starts at home, Teddy. It ends at home too, Marcus.
“When I was married to my first husband, I got pregnant and I lost the baby, then I lost
Marcus. For a long time I blamed you and your father, because the pain should’ve of left by now,
shouldn’t it.” Virginia leaned forward and rested her elbows on her thighs.
“Well what am I, nothing?” Rachel said. She rolled her eyes at Virginia, and smiled. She
hugged Virginia, then leaned back and looked at her. “No wonder daddy never liked talking
about him either.”
“Teddy never knew, not about the baby,” Virginia said.
“Momma, you never told him?” Rachel’s face went oblong with surprise. She looked
away from Virginia, and they both stared at the baseboard in front of them. “Well, that’s a hard
thing to discuss with a man. Knowing daddy, I wouldn’t of told him either, not about that.”
After they hugged, pressed their wet cheeks together, Rachel went to the bathroom and
returned with a few sheets of Kleenex for each of them. After they cleaned and freshened their
faces, Virginia went into the bedroom, she’d used as an office for two decades and put her notes
and papers back in the file cabinet that she kept locked.

The Home Going Service of Teddy Rogers, the words typed in a white, curved font at the
bottom of the page. Virginia used a picture she’d taken of Teddy on the River. She’d almost
forgotten about it until she found it in that same locked file cabinet. Teddy faced the camera, he
wore a black suit, black sunglasses, black gloves and fedora. That horn to his mouth, blowing
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something fierce. He could play anything: Son Brimmer, Phineas Newborn Junior, Albert King,
Hank Crawford, Little Milton, Little Laura Dukes, Big Mama Thornton, Ann Peebles, Betty
Wright, Memphis Blues, The Thrill Is Gone, I Ain’t Studdin Ya, Mississippi Boy, RL Burnside.
Anything. Eleanor Rigby, My Favorite Thing, Misterioso, Shaft, and played gospel too. He loved
the Clark Sisters and Rance Allen. A late Memphis afternoon, the sun hung low over the old
river, and the water looked like the Nile, the river that had named the city, after it had been
visited by the first plague and turned and bitter with blood, it shimmered beneath a column of
sunlight that fell from the sky into the river.
Before the funeral began the family was chauffeured to the funeral home and offered a
private moment to sit and say final word or two if they had any. When the black limousine
arrived at their house, Virginia, Rachel, Aileen, Pig-Meat piled inside one by one. Teddy’s
brother and sister rode with the family as well. When they got to the funeral home, Virginia went
inside alone. She wanted a few minutes of privacy with Teddy before the rest of the family. She
asked Rachel to come with her, but her daughter declined with a waving head.
Virginia sat in front of the gloss finished mahogany casket and crossed her legs. She
looked around at the gold and cream designs that painted the walls, the pristine baseboards and
window jambs, inside gold curtains, spread open with white tiebacks. They finally got me up in
here. Virginia remembered how mad the directors of the funeral home had been about Marcus
being buried in California and how long they’d held that grudge against her. She took a
handkerchief out of her purse. I shouldn’t need this but just in case. She looked over her shoulder
at the entrance of the visiting area, then turned back to her husband.
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“You know you could have said goodbye, Teddy.” Virginia said. She rubbed her fingers
across her mouth and chin. “Humph,” she said, blowing beneath her breath, a breath that rocked
her head back a little. Her mind went back to that dusty shack, off of Beale that looked like it
was in the middle of nowhere, Old Man River blowing dust up all around the ramshackle
building that looked as if it had leaned right up from some red graveled road in the Delta, out
onto the dust covered ruins of what once had been the sun glazed throne of southern Black
America.
“You’ll take care of me, huh. When I think about I guess you did, even though it didn’t
seem that way, most of the time. Hell, hardly ever.” She chuckled. “I sure am going to miss you,
old black ass blues hound. All those people calling you Mr. Mayor. Teddy Rogers the Mayor of
Beale Street, but you were so much more than that Teddy, and I tried to tell you that. That’s all I
ever really wanted was for you to know who you were.” She shrugged, wiped at her nose with
the handkerchief. “Maybe you did, you sure acted like you thought you were a star. There were
times I could’ve sworn I was living with BB King or WC Handy. Staying out all night. Trying to
figure out your damned taxes. Child.”
She imagined Teddy, the way he looked the last time she saw him. Sitting in that chair,
trying his best to watch college basketball on television. She remembered arguing about the
house that needed cleaning next door, enabling that slacker of a daughter of theirs and his
lackadaisical attitude toward his own career. “I was just trying to push you Teddy, trying to get
you to live up to all of the potential I saw in you. It felt like I had been saying the same things for
decades but you never listened. Why don’t you men ever listen,” she said, gazing at the ceiling,
as if she were crying out to the heavens, posing her question to every hard headed man who had
ever ignored the advice of an observant woman. She stood and walked over to the casket. Put
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two fingers to her lips and rubbed them across the smoothed finishing of the top of the brown
and black swirling like polished marble. She wrapped both arms around the top of the casket and
leaned against it.
“I love you, Theodore Percival Rogers. My bluesman,” she said.
Virginia settled in the first seat on the first pew of South Parkway AME Church. Rachel
slid next to her, then Teddy’s siblings, then Pig-Meat. Aileen tried to sit on the second row, but
Virginia waved at her, waved Aileen up to the front row, with a violent circular hand gesture.
Aileen got up and scooted round to the front row. She sat next to Pig-Meat, in the spot next to
him, where he patted with his hand, showing her where to sit. Stan sat on the second row,
directly behind Rachel. Virginia cut her eyes back at Stan and choked down her laughter. Even at
a funeral, a man is going to be a man, she thought.
Every notable musician who worked in Memphis, came to the service and the entire
week, Virginia’s phone had rang with people calling wanting to participate in the home going
ceremony. It had been rough, but with help from Aileen and Rachel, Pig-Meat and Stan, Virginia
had managed to organize everyone that wanted to participate in a concise, timely program.
Several musicians played. Sheba even showed up and sang, even though she rolled her eyes at
Pig-Meat and Aileen when she looked down at them from the podium. Several city officials
attended the service, including the judge who had been so curious about Teddy’s whereabouts at
the party Virginia had thrown, the city councilman who had been the head of the Beale Street
Merchants Association, told a story about Teddy playing a song for him when the councilman’s
mother died. The councilmen exclaimed that he had never been lifted so high. After that every
person that spoke relayed a story about Teddy and his horn. One person said, you’d hear that
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horn, look around and no one would be there. Then you’d turn again and Teddy would be
standing right behind you, but it was like the music was the herald of the great bluesman. The
two could not be separated. The Mayor of Memphis showed up, unannounced, uninvited, but his
story about Teddy was probably the most poignant of all.
“Every city must have a mayor,” he said. “And I serve the city of Memphis proudly, but
from my understanding, when I step on Beale Street.” He paused, and waited for the crowd to
stop cheering before he continued. “When I step on Beale Street, I’m outside of my jurisdiction.”
A young lady with blonde hair, the same young lady who worked as a hostess in The
King’s Palace, kneeled next to the pew where Virginia sat, and whispered in her ear.
“Mr. Donati would like to say something. He wanted to ask you first.” The young woman
said.
Virginia pondered a moment then decided, there’s two sides to every story. “Tell him to
be brief,” she said.
Donati took the podium, with a piece of paper in his hand. He looked nervous, looked
around the church at the faces gazing back into him, gazing back into one of the monsters that
Beale and The River had created. “I won’t be long, even though I’ve known for Teddy for almost
thirty years. I remember when you two got married, Ms. Genie.” He nodded toward Virginia. I
remember when you born, Rachel. Pig-Meat, how many nights have we stayed up arguing about
the blues, and what it means to the black and the white people of our community? Who knows
right? But I will say this. Teddy Rogers is probably the most talented musician I have ever met,
and he’s arguably the most important musician of our generation. I got the chance to watch him
grow over the past thirty years, and for that I am truly thankful. We’ve recorded albums together,
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we traveled the chitterling circuit together. If any of you remember our old night club, The Blues
Shack.” Donati nodded as a round of applause swept through the room like thunder. “Teddy and
Pig, Ms. Sheba, where are you?” He looked around and waved to Sheba when he saw her hand
go up from the congregation. “There would be a line stretched around the block to get. I mean
every night they performed it never failed. Pig, you remembered after the shows, we’d cap the
night off with beer and those fried chitterlings you gave us the recipe for. I sure do miss those
days. Anyway, Teddy Rogers, we didn’t always see to eye.”
“Yeah, especially when it came to the money,” Pig-Meat yelled. The humor in a voice a
thin film, pulled taut across an ocean of resentment.
With that the church erupted in a wall shaking burst of laughter that seemed to implode
the entire church. It was if the all the grief in the building had fallen on top of them all. The
crowd did not stop jeering and laughing, not even as Donati left the podium and took his seat
with a bevy of shy nods, given to everyone that he passed, until he made it back to his seat. The
crowd did not quiet until Pig-Meat got up and took the podium. Pig-Meat had to bend down to
speak into the microphone because he was so tall. He opened his to speak, but just as it looked
like he was about to say something he turned his head. He stood with his back to the audience for
a full two minutes. Virginia wondered if he would be able to speak. She thought about sending
Stan to help his uncle down from the podium, but Pig-Meat faced the crowd again, and this time
when he opened his mouth he stood with his back straight instead of leaning toward the
microphone.
“Y’all just don’t know. I’ve known this sap tapper my damn near.” Pig-Meat covered his
mouth with his hand and his eyes went wide with embarrassment. “Excuse me lord, for cussing
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in your house.” He said this looking up at the ceiling. “My bad y’all, but for those of you who
know me. You know I’m from the country, and well sometime I just get a little bit too excited
sometimes.” He smiled, that wide grin that Virginia never trusted. “Like I was saying, me and
this sap tapper right here go back a long ways. I remember, when I first met him. My folks had
had just moved to Memphis. The first day I walked to the store, down the street to the corner of
Florida and South Parkway, I passed Teddy playing with some other boys by a garbage
dumpster, behind the store. They got to following me, you know, so I turned around. They
walked around me, asking all these questions, I thought they were trying to jump on me, so I’m
trying to get ready, but we ended up walking to the store together.
“I remember when he got his first trumpet. See back then we were learning to play music
at really young ages. If you wanted to be a musician, you had to read that music, even if you
were a kid. We grew up playing in school in church and on any street corner where the police
wouldn’t run us off. He just had a knack for it. It’s like as soon as he got the horn, he could play
it. I swear he, he took that thang to school and got in the band the first day.” Pig-Meat waved his
finger in front of the audience.
The crowd laughed and Virginia felt the sound press against her skin, and for a second or
two Virginia felt the pew sink into the floor, into shadow soft as tar. She blinked and smiled at
Pig-Meat. Rachel squeezed her hand and she patted Rachel’s. She imagined Marcus’s voice, man
has to make his own decisions, Virginia. Teddy added, you can’t tell a grown man what to do,
Genie. My daddy said, you got to let a nigger buy some sense. Virginia considered Pig-Meat,
another hard headed man. Stan would be the same way. Poor Stacker Lee. She smiled and
rocked. The light in the room offset by the stained glass windows, felt warm and in the light she
felt Teddy hold her and kiss her cheek.
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After the service, the procession drove downtown. Up Main Street, they passed the
Orpheum Theater. Virginia pointed and directed Rachel’s gaze up to the electronic billboard
across the front of the theater. Thank You for Your Service, R.I.P. Teddy Roger’s the Mayor of
Beale Street. They swung a left on Beale, but continued down Front Street to Union Avenue, so
they could drive down Beale from its beginning at Riverside Drive.
“You know, Beale Street used to go straight down in the water,” Virginia said. She
stroked Rachel’s hair behind her ear. Virginia’s daughter had lain her head on Virginia’s
shoulder as they passed The Orpheum, remaining still as if sleeping, but now she moved a little,
nestled herself against Virginia’s arm. Virginia relaxed into the seat. “I bet the city rose from The
River just like this, like a snake that just kept shedding its skin across and slipping around
through the bushes, till it left molt everywhere.”
“Genie, what in the hell are you talking about?” Pig-Meat said. He laughed and raised up
from the seat, disturbing Aileen, whose head had lain against his arm. When he sat back against
the seat. Aileen frowned at him for a moment, then lay back against his chest.
“Forget what he’s talking about, Genie. The people called me back about the building.
They said they’re negotiable on the price, if you want to talk some more.” Aileen said.
“Do you two have to talk about business all the time?” Pig-Meat asked.
“Somebody has to,” Aileen said.
Pig-Meat nodded. “Look what it took for me to sit next to you.”
“Shut up, Pig,” Aileen said. She rubbed Pig-Meat’s stomach and closed her eyes.
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“Aw yeah, I knew I forgot something,” Pig-Meat said. “You coming to the gig down in
Clarksdale right?”
“Gig, in Clarksdale, what are you talking about, Russell?” Virginia said.
“Aileen was supposed to tell you about it.” He looked down at Aileen. “You didn’t tell
her?”
“I didn’t think you wanted to go. I figured you would be too tired.” Aileen said.
“Genie, my people want do a memorial for Teddy. We’re going to have a little jam
session, lay it down for the comrade. Come on Genie you have to go.”
“That’s sound like fun, momma,” Rachel said.
Virginia smiled with only half her mouth and looked out the window. They crossed Main,
and passed a group waving at the limo, holding a sign, that said, Rest in Peace Teddy, We love
You. That’s when Virginia heard the music, faint at first, but unmistakable, When the Saints
Come Marching In. Pig-Meat and Aileen looked at each other and smiled. Aileen mouthed the
word surprise. Virginia looked down at Rachel who laughed and wrapped her arms around her
mother, squeezing rocking side to side.
“It was all your daughter’s idea,” Aileen said, pointing at Rachel.
The music got louder, and when they got to the corner of Third and Beale, a group of
musicians surrounded the limo. A man playing a clarinet waved into the window. There were
others standing behind him holding various instruments, brass horns, harmonicas and guitars, a
couple walked with drums hung over their stomachs.
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“I was thinking, let daddy lead the parade one last time,” Rachel said. “Aileen and Uncle
Pig-Meat put it together.” Rachel sat back and smiled wide, with the round cheeks and paisley
shaped eyes she got from Virginia and the nose she got from her father.
Music pervaded the roof and walls, the floor of the limousine, picked it up carried it up
Beale. The further they went down the street, the more people they attracted to the procession,
with the musicians walking just behind the first car. People stood on the sidewalks and waved,
cheered, held up signs and cups of beer and tall walk-me-downs. People sang and ran alongside
the limo, waving. People brought their instruments and played alongside the band. Virginia felt
all of Beale Street come together, from the old roustabouts hopping of the steamboats docked on
The River, to the old card sharks, and working girls in the old Red Light District, the Jewish and
Italian shop owners, The Elks, the dentist she visited as a little girl, the boy who worked at the
movie theater, and put extra peanuts in the popcorn, the singers and musicians, comedians and
daredevils standing in line to sign up for Amateur Night at the Palace Theater. Beale Street
sending off its son, one of the last of his kind, the true bluesmen, the blues hounds. Thank you
Mayor, thank you for giving your life, from the blues we rise, into the blues we return.
“How did y’all put all this together without, me knowing,” Virginia said. She leaned
against the door and looked at each of the three conspirators.
“We learn from the best,” Rachel said, and hugged her mother.
Virginia returned Rachel’s embrace, and wished that Teddy had been there to join in, the
music surrounding the car and the people running behind them assured her that he was, and she
felt him too. His arms wrapped around them, the stubble of his cheek pressed against hers, his
fingertips, the skin worn smooth and cracked at the joints, rubbing her arm. She pulled Rachel as
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close to her as she could and squeezed her daughter’s shoulders as tight as she could. When she
opened her eyes, she saw that Pig-Meat and Aileen were hugging them also, and when the car
turned off Beale, when Teddy left Beale for the last time, the four still held each other, and cried
for that old bluesman they all loved.
That night after the repass, Virginia agreed to go Clarksdale. They left Beale and took
Highway 61. Sunset lit the horizon, back from the side of the expressway, behind fields of
rolling hills, random manufacturing plants and farms with grazing cows and fenced horses. After
they’d gotten there and got set up at their tables, Pig-Meat and Stan brought a young lady over to
their table. The woman’s hair rolled in puffed locks down her back and around her shoulder. She
wore a navy blue dress with small white polka dots. She smiled as Stan introduced her as his
girlfriend. The hand the woman waved with had two tape fingers, the middle and the pinky.
Virginia felt relieved, but she hoped her daughter hadn’t grown too fond of the boy chasing her.
When Pig-Meat came out the bathroom, he walked straight past the table, grabbed his
guitar. He checked adjusted his amp, tested a couple of hits, then let out a lick that sounded as if
he emptied himself of his soul, his eyes shut, fingers moving faster than Virginia’s eyes could
keep up, and the notes, each note stirred a different memory, too many for her to see, she could
only feel them. Then Pig-Meat’s hand slowed and crept across the guitar and it growled and wept
to a dark heaven that responded with lightning and drops of rain sharp as needles.
The band joined in, and they played the next twenty minutes, without anyone stepping to
the front. Without anyone speaking with words. The woman played the piano. She had a brother
that played the bass. They got into some Down Home Blues, and surprised Virginia, the way
they pushed each other. Especially Pig-Meat and Stan. Unlike the exchanges between Pig-Meat
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and Teddy, Pig-Meat would lead Stan out some, throw him a few licks and see what he could do
with them. It was if he were pulling Stan, reeling his nephew like a brim, working the boy’s own
trombone against him, a fish hook caught in Stan’s mouth. Stan fought for a few minutes, one at
a time, guitar, trombone, but the more he played the more the sound sank into his jaws, Virginia
heard it, she knew the sound from Teddy practicing, the songs Teddy had to fight to learn.
Stan waved his hands and took the microphone in the center of the stage. He twisted the
collar on the stand, raised the microphone to fit his height. He spoke to the crowd, introduced his
woman on the piano, who responded to the crowd’s cheer with a blues that Virginia liked, the
girl played like she’d been whipped by classical training and instead of submitting promised
she’d kill her captors, soon as she heard the signal sang across the fields. Stan grabbed his
stomach, doubled over laughing, almost knocked the microphone over. Then he dedicated a song
to the one that got away. He looked at Rachel and smiled. Virginia scowled, and when she
looked at Rachel, she could tell her daughter wanted to smile.
Your loving is good enough to put
In a pot of turnip greens, it’s got to be good
It’s so sweet and tender, tender like you’ve never seen
Girl, you got that comeback kind of loving
You turn me every way but loose, every way but loose
Though I’m hungry for your love
I’ll settle just for the juice, give me the juice baby
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Rachel scooted out the booth and danced over to the center of the floor in front of the
stage. She hollered on her way there, and when she stepped in front of the stage, right in front of
Stan, she slid back to the center of the dance floor, waved her arm, rocked back and forward.
Then raised and snapped her fingers, two steps sideways and spun around so she was facing the
Virginia. She held up a finger and gesture for Virginia to join her on the dance floor.
If you only knew what you got, you would be a millionaire
Cause you, you got a booger bear under there, I declare baby
Out of a dark crowd of old country folks, a tall slim man wearing all white, button down
long sleeve shirt, pressed slacks, patent leather shoes, newsboy cap, slinked his way in front of
Rachel kicking one foot out and scooting forward with the other. The man snapped his fingers
and jerked his hands in a quick motion and kicked a different foot each time he did what looked
to be his signature dance step. Rachel threw her hands at the old man. He kept dancing as if
Rachel was still in front of him, as she ran back to the table and grabbed Virginia’s hand. She
tried to pull away from her daughter, but Aileen grabbed her other hand. Then stood beside
Rachel, both of them tugging at Virginia to get up from her chair, but she pulled back the other
way.
“I want don’t want all of these people looking at me,” she said. “Will you two let me
go?” She growled when she spoke, but she didn’t mean to.
Rachel and Aileen looked at each other. Aileen dropped her hand and sat back beside
Virginia.
“Momma, as much as you talk about the blues. Now I like this song, man come on.”
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“You better pay close attention,” Virginia said. “Why do these old men have to be so
nasty, but I do like the bass.”
When she walked to the middle of the dance floor, Pig-Meat stopped playing. He stood
next to his nephew, and stared at the women, white guitar, gold bracelet, still dressed in the dark
shirt and slacks from earlier. He took the guitar off and grabbed Virginia’s hand, stepped side to
side with her and when Stan took his solo, Virginia imagined Teddy playing on the stage next to
Stan, in front of her bending on one knee, at the foot of Beale Street, late at night, watching the
rousters hop off the boats before they could dock good. Her bluesman. She snapped her finger
and turned her head. Before she knew it, they’d formed a circle around her. They cheered her on
and she kept dancing. Even when she saw Tara appear in the circle, Virginia kept grooving. The
first time she’d danced in over thirty years.

April 19, 2013, Memphis, TN
Late afternoon dropped the sun right above the horizon and the trees threw cool patches
of shade all outside the townhouse. Virginia looked out the storm door glass and watched the sky
turn orange and the tree branches into tangles of crooked silhouettes. She turned back into the
den and looked at Teddy, sitting up on his recliner, his book of sheet music spread open on top of
a brown leather ottoman, he leaned over the book with his trumpet, humming, working fingers
over the trumpet’s valves.
“You don’t appreciate anything I try to do for you,” Virginia said. She closed the wood
door behind her, shutting out the evening that had begun to trickle across the ground, in a short
while night will cover the land behind it.
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“Come on now, Genie. I’m getting ready for work now. I’ll get that room tomorrow,”
Teddy said. He kept looking at his music. “You just don’t know, if everything goes right. We’re
going to be millionaires. Just give me one more year.”
“Teddy, you’ve been saying that shit for twenty years, but you keep doing the same
thing,” Virginia said. I don’t understand you. How are you go going to be a millionaire, playing
on the street? In the club sometime. There isn’t an act down there that can hold a candle to you.”
“I’m fighting for the blues in my own way. I don’t want to be in the club,” Teddy said.
“Teddy this is something that could be yours, your own club. You playing there
whenever you want. You know you bring Russell, all your musician friends. Make it in to
something. All I wanted was you to help get the other side straightened up.” She put her hand
over his horn, pushed it down on top of the book.
“Genie, I don’t have any problem helping you, but I’m not leaving Beale.” Teddy said.
“I can do it without you, but I don’t want to. Memphis needs a nice place where people
can listen to the blues. I could call it Memphis Blues Gallery, something like that, but I’m doing
this for you. I don’t understand? You’d think you would be excited. If it was Donati, you’d be all
in, you wouldn’t question it.”
Teddy’s cellphone rang. He turned the ringer off and stuffed the phone back in his
pocket.
“Forget this, I need to get out of here. I’m going to go to have dinner, and you can talk on
the phone in privacy.”
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“That was Pig-Meat, I’ll call him back.” Teddy let the trumpet rest on the ottoman and
pulled a pack of cigarettes out his pocket. He stuck a finger inside the opening at the top of the
pack. He threw it on top of the book at patted hi pockets. “I’m going to the store.
“Well I’m going to the casino,” Virginia said.
By the time she got out the shower, Teddy had left the house. She saw him sitting in his
pickup when she went out to the car. He bobbed his head, she couldn’t tell what he was listening
to, and she didn’t try. She got in the car without speaking or even looking at Teddy. Right before
she started her car she heard, somewhere deep inside the music he played, a screaming child.

May 4, 2013, Memphis, TN

After the limo dropped Virginia off at home, she sat up listening to one of Teddy’s CD’s.
He could make up a song off the top of his head, but he had only recorded maybe four of five
records. Two of those had been with Donati. This was another one. Teddy Rogers Blues and
Swing Time band. The first song on the CD, Teddy’s blues.
My lady don’t love me she treats me oh so mean
She’s the meanest woman that I ever did see
She laughed, Teddy used to sing that song whenever Virginia said something snazzy to
him, which was often. “Well, one thing’s for sure,” she said. “We gave each other plenty blues,
Teddy Rogers.”
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Jelly, jelly, jelly, jelly raining all the time
Jelly kilt my papa and turned my momma stone blind.
Virginia sat on the couch, with her feet kicked up on the ottoman. She sipped a glass of
water, and looked up at a picture of Teddy, playing on the street corner a collage of neon signs
behind him. She watched the horn and listened to Teddy play on the record, and imagined all of
the pictures in the den adding to the song’s harmony. All Teddy’s pictures playing for her in
unison.
Later that night she answered one of the letters written to Teddy, Donati had given her
two garbage bags full of letters from all over the world. Virginia wrote to this woman from
Germany, and thanked her for her kind words and her warm regards on the Rudy Rogers Blues
Foundation. She signed the letters Virginia Rogers, Blueswoman.
Blueswoman, Virginia liked that word, forty years she’d wondered how she would write
about her life’s story, but she had always felt that her accomplishments had been overshadowed
by Marcus, and unappreciated by Teddy, but maybe there was something else. There had never
been any common ground before concerning the conflicting elements in her life. Now she saw a
way she could write about Marcus and Teddy. She would write about herself. She would write
herself, her own story.
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